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 In this dissertation, I argue that Tacitus used humor as an important rhetorical strategy in 
his historical works. Well-known features of Tacitus’ style, including variatio, weighted 
alternatives, and appendix sentences, can create and are used to create humor. I employ a 
combination of ancient and modern theories of humor (most notably Cicero and Quintilian 
among the ancients and in modern scholarship the linguistic theories developed by Victor Raskin 
and Salvatore Attardo) to identify and analyze Tacitean humor more precisely. My analysis 
focuses especially on places where Tacitus’ employment of humor complements and reinforces 
his cynical portrayal of imperial power. 
 In the first chapter, I outline my theoretical framework. In the second, I apply it to 
Tacitus’ portrayals of Otho and Vitellius in the Histories. I argue that Tacitus’ portrayal of Otho 
uses humor to emphasize dynamic contradictions in his behavior, while his portrayal of Vitellius 
avoids humor by treating him with uncomplicated contempt. In the third chapter, I tackle 
Tacitus’ portrayal of Nero, another historical figure that Tacitus frequently portrays through 
humor. I focus particularly on Tacitus’ use of humor to center Nero’s habit of public 
performance and Tacitus’ insinuation that such performances were both worthy of mockery and 
part of what kept Nero in power. In the fourth and final chapter, I examine two episodes: the 
treason trial of Libo Drusus in Annals 2 and the bigamous marriage of Messalina in Annals 11. In 
both these episodes, I examine Tacitus’ use of humor focused on a situation rather than on a 
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single character, as in the earlier chapters. In the conclusion, I suggest a few directions for 
further study and possible further implications of the phenomena that I examine. 
 Throughout, I argue for both the presence and the significance of humor in Tacitus. By 
recognizing its presence, we can refine our ideas about individual characters and episodes that 
appear in the Histories and Annals. Humor is also an important element of Tacitus’ previously 
recognized ability to create a strong impression in the minds of his readers without making an 
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 In this dissertation, I examine Tacitus’ use of humor in his historical works, Histories and 
Annals. I argue that humor is an important element of Tacitus’ rhetorical strategy in both works 
and show that, by applying ancient and modern theories of humor to Tacitus’ work, we can better 
understand both Tacitus’ conception of certain episodes of his histories and the literary 
techniques that he used to advance his views. I focus in particular on Tacitus’ treatments of two 
emperors (Otho and Nero) and two minor episodes (the trial of Libo Drusus and the wedding of 
Messalina), but understand my method and conclusions to be more widely applicable to other 
episodes as well. 
 All the elements of humor that I discuss have long been recognized as distinctive and 
consistent elements of Tacitus’ style. Specifically, scholars have identified variatio, appendix 
sentences, and binary weighted alternatives as distinctive features of Tacitean style. It has less 
often been noted that these same features correspond to the incongruities, punchlines, and 
contradictory ideas which are common (not to say necessary) in both ancient and modern jokes. 
Of course, not every use of these devices by Tacitus creates humor, but their near-constant 
presence, their juxtaposition with each other, and their frequent combination with an ironic tone 
imbue many passages and longer sequences in Tacitus with a type of humor that also makes 
significant points. My goal is to identify passages in Tacitus where his employment of humor 
seems most significant and to discuss the rhetorical impact of humor in that material. Earlier 
scholarship has already identified much of the material that I discuss as humorous, ironic, 
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comedic, or some related category.1 My contribution is to focus on his use of humor and to draw 
out its implications, including ways in which humor may provide links between episodes and 
reinforce or even establish themes in Tacitus’ historical works. My analysis deals with ways that 
humor supports Tacitus’ characterization of historical figures and how Tacitus uses humor to 
delineate historical themes. 
 Prior work on Tacitus’ style forms a groundwork for my ideas. Tacitus’ unique style has 
been such a consistent object of study that it would be futile to attempt to summarize every 
relevant work here, so I limit the list to scholarship that primarily addresses the phenomena that I 
identify as related to humor. In an early comment on the rhetorical effects of Tacitus’ style, Inez 
Ryberg articulated Tacitus’ tendency to imply rather than provide evidence for many of his 
interpretations of historical events. For Ryberg, this quality signals that Tacitus sometimes 
attempts to wiggle out of responsibility for historical interpretations that he espouses without 
evidence (1942, 383). In an early study of the effect of Tacitus’ literary style on his historical 
narrative, Bessie Walker (1954) provides a framework for understanding Tacitus through his 
rhetorical techniques as well as his subject matter. In a more positive, recent assessment, Holly 
Haynes asserts that Tacitus illustrates history “as much in how he makes you feel as in the 
content he creates” and that this is connected to a sense of uncertainty “as to whether there is a 
joke or not” (2012, 295). 
 
1 The same passages are also often significant for their treatment of authority and contradiction. 
Not coincidentally, humor coordinates with several of Tacitus’ other major themes. As Haynes 
fittingly describes the overall effect of Tacitus’ writing: “Often [Tacitus] seems to be making a 
joke at someone’s expense, and often, too, I have the sense that unless I really exert myself 
intellectually, the joke will be on me” (2012, 282). 
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Although much later work on Tacitus’ style has been useful for my project,2 a few studies 
are particularly informative on the techniques I identify as humorous. David Whitehead (1979) 
examines Tacitus’ use of what he calls “the loaded alternative,” a construction in which Tacitus 
presents two or more possible interpretations, but through subtle implications suggests that one 
interpretation is more likely than the other. Although Whitehead finds that most of Tacitus’ 
alternatives are not weighted, he notes that when they are weighted, they strongly skew toward 
the second option (1979, 493).3 This observation points to Tacitus’ tendency to delay the most 
significant implications of his text, a tendency that coincides with the way that humorous texts 
often delay pertinent information until a final punchline. R. Develin discusses a related set of 
concerns that he calls Tacitus’ “techniques of insidious suggestion,” a category that relates 
Whitehead’s “loaded alternatives” to Ryberg’s and Walker’s general studies of Tacitus’ 
technique (1983). Develin’s observation that multiple characteristics of Tacitus’ style both 
control readers’ attention by artificially limiting the number of interpretive possibilities and 
enforce ambiguity by rarely picking a clear side has helped me to develop a view of Tacitus’ 
manipulative uses of ambiguity and of his tendency to place highly pertinent information at the 
end of sentences. 
 Ellen O’Gorman’s book, Irony and Misreading in the Annals of Tacitus (2000), has been 
another major influence on my thinking. Her topic, irony, is not synonymous with humor, but 
because the two are often related to each other, her work has relevance for my analysis of humor. 
 
2 An incomplete list of works that have informed my opinions on Tacitus’ style: any of the 
commentaries named in the bibliography (especially Ash 2007 and Damon 2003), Leeman 1963, 
von Albrecht 1989, and Oakley 2009. 
 
3 Although Whitehead counts 92 ambiguously weighted alternatives and only 49 alternatives 
weighted toward the second option, he finds a paltry four alternatives in which Tacitus points his 
readers toward the first option (1979, 493). 
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Her argument that Tacitus uses irony frequently and to encode double meanings—both a façade 
and its underlying truth—has influenced my views on Tacitus’ use of humor. Like irony, humor 
can encode multiple meanings and may be used to imply a profusion of significations at the same 
time.4 My focus on humor rather than irony allows me to discuss a different range of material. 
For example, O’Gorman has much more to say about Tacitus’ treatment of Tiberius, while I treat 
some passages in the Histories, a work which she does not address. I also hope to identify a 
range of effects that Tacitus produces by his use of irony as humorous. For example, O’Gorman 
understands Tacitus’ tendency to put salient information in subordinate clauses and to employ 
variatio as elements that combine truth and falsehood so that they become interdependent (2000, 
4-6). Because these style elements are the very ones that I understand as contributing to a 
humorous tone, O’Gorman’s comments on the ironic impact of these same features are relevant 
to my interpretation of them as humorous. 
 Perhaps the most relevant work of prior scholarship is Paul Plass’s Wit and the Writing of 
History (1988).5 Although Plass names his topic “wit” rather than humor, I understand his use of 
the term as basically equivalent to the way I have used the word “humor” (more on terminology 
below). Plass concludes that several of the Roman historians employ wit as a rhetorical 
technique. Plass discusses Sallust, Suetonius, and even Seneca and Cassius Dio, but devotes 
most of his attention to Tacitus. Plass is, however, necessarily more concerned with establishing 
the widespread presence of wit and humor in ancient historical works than he is interested to 
 
4 Of course, Tacitus’ humor is often ironic as well, so there is overlap between humor and irony. 
As I argue in my theory chapter, most if not all humor in Tacitus deals with strong contrasts, 
which are also a staple of irony. 
 
5 Plass is far from the only scholar who has discussed Tacitus’ use of humor. I give him pride of 
place because of the length and substance of his discussion. Other treatments of humor in Tacitus 
include Baldwin (1977), Dickison (1977), and Plass (1985). 
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draw out the implications of particular uses of humor. Plass’ main contention is that humor is a 
tool for discussing “political irrationality,” that is decisions that disregard practical or realistic 
concerns and instead treat political power as the only important factor (1988, 103). In service of 
this claim, Plass often enumerates multiple instances in which humor appears in a similar form or 
in which humor illustrates similar themes. Plass thus supports his claims and constructs a useful 
repository of passages that contain humor in his judgment, but the inevitably cursory nature of 
his analysis of specific passages has led me to understand this book as an invitation to more 
scholarship as much as an argument unto itself.6 Even though I agree that Tacitus often illustrates 
irregularities in political thinking with absurd humor, I do not think Plass’ analysis has exhausted 
the significance of humor in such passages. Much of Tacitus’ humor does introduce disruptive 
elements that make political decisions sound absurd, but there is more to be said about how 
Tacitus uses humor. Humor can reveal ways in which political power is used to bend reality, but 
it also helps to make sense of politics when they seem irrational. In the theoretical framework 
that I use, humor tends to combine reality and impossibility and can thus explain the irrational 
trajectory of political power almost as often as it can express indignation that the rulers are acting 
so badly. In addition, although Plass’s strategy of citing multiple passages to prove that humor 
exists is useful for demonstrating the existence of humor, it is not ideal for analyzing particular 
examples in depth. Plass has neither space for nor interest in dealing with what a particular pithy 
epigram or sudden reversal of meaning implies in context. I argue that although political 
 
6 Although Plass does not expand upon the large-scale implications of wit in Tacitus, his 
scholarship supports the thesis that humor does have a broader significance. In an earlier article, 
he explains that “the grotesquerie of many of Tacitus’ scenes comes from what we might now 
call a large-scale comic wit in so far as it dramatizes sudden moments of unreason by shaping 
events in accordance with the structure of wit” (1985, 209). 
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irrationality is often a major component of Tacitean uses of humor, looking at humor locally—
section by section and episode by episode—yields results that deserve further consideration.7 
 I have drawn on a range of ancient and modern theories of humor to guide my analysis 
and to identify humor in these ancient texts. Because humor theory is a voluminous topic, I 
describe my theoretical framework in detail in chapter 1. My main ancient sources on humor are 
Cicero and Quintilian, whose voluminous comments on humor in rhetoric have provided a 
baseline for my ideas about ancient humor. On the modern side, I use the linguistic script theory 
of humor developed by Victor Raskin and Salvatore Attardo with modifications, caveats, and 
additions from a range of other theorists. The gist of these ideas is that all humor stems from the 
intersection of two sets of mutually exclusive ideas. Although I expect that this dissertation will 
primarily be of interest to scholars interested in Tacitus, it is also novel in that it applies the 
linguistic script theory of humor to a long, primarily serious text from a culture whose sense of 
humor is now obscured by time. It is not my intention to propose an update to script theory, but 
this dissertation does furnish an unusual and potentially interesting application of this theory. 
 Because the terminology associated with humor varies widely in everyday speech as well 
as technical language, I here briefly define a few terms that I employ in my analysis. I follow 
script theory and much other modern anglophone scholarship in calling the phenomenon I am 
studying “humor.” The word “humor” often has a more lighthearted connotation than would be 
appropriate for the material I discuss: phrases like “good humor” connote happiness while 
someone “out of humor” is upset, and a “humorist” is a person who aims to make people laugh. 
 
7 For example, I argue that Tacitus uses humor to illustrate the characters of historical figures. 
Plass often identifies the specific passages in which Tacitus uses humor for this purpose, but the 
nature of his analysis prevents him from discussing connections between passages. 
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Nevertheless, humor is the broad term for the phenomenon I discuss.8 Because my analysis 
applies to a range of phenomena, I employ “humor” as an umbrella term to include them all. 
Other terms are sometimes applicable, but because I am working with a broad category on 
purpose, I only occasionally find it useful to employ more specific terminology. If I understand a 
phrase as humorous, it need not also be called witty—it may be witty, but identifying it as wit 
does not explain what purpose it serves and merely invites quibbling over terms.9 I sometimes 
use terms besides humor in specific contexts: “wit” and “quip” apply to short phrases with 
humor. “Absurdity” or “absurd” applies to circumstances that strain credulity so much that they 
produce humor. “Outrageous” usually indicates a similar tone, but I prefer to avoid the sense of 
anger in “outrageous.” I use “joke” to indicate a short passage with a punchline. (Tacitus was not 
in the business of writing jokes, but I use the word to describe a particular structure that contains 
a sentence or two leading up to a humorous surprise at the end.10 “Joke” is the most suitable 
word in English for this type of structure, but I use the term sparingly.) In some cases, I use the 
Latin term sententia, which can indicate humor but does not necessarily do so. I use “comedy” to 
refer only to the theatrical genre exemplified in Latin by Plautus and Terence. The English word 
“comedy” and the adjective “comic” tend to be applied broadly as contrasts to seriousness, but 
 
8 I would also argue that colloquial uses of the term include less conventionally pleasant forms of 
humor, i.e., “dark humor” and “sick humor.” “Humor” is used as an umbrella term in virtually 
every modern study that I have consulted for this project, and at least one study has shown that 
“humor” is the preferred general term in colloquial English as well (Apte 1985, 206-211). 
 
9 “Wit” is Plass’ preferred term in part because he looks at short passages that illustrate Tacitus’ 
or a character’s thought process. (Brevity and intelligence appear to be the main factors that 
make a humorous passage witty.) Because I look at longer passages, and because I imagine that 
everything Tacitus wrote was meant to demonstrate his astuteness in one way or another, Plass’ 
term is not ideal for my project. 
 
10 Many such passages could just as accurately be described as inconcinnitas or variatio, but 
neither of these terms imply humor. 
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for clarity I restrict my use of this term to its ancient generic sense. The same applies to “satire.” 
I restrict “mockery” and “ridicule” to describing events that occur within the text, not because 
Tacitus never uses humor to criticize anyone, but because all of these words imply a direct 
relationship between the person making the joke and the target that does not exist between a 
historian and historical figures. 
 Finally, “irony” is perhaps the most difficult term to define, yet it is one of the most often 
recognized humorous techniques in Tacitus. Although she does not treat it as a form of humor, 
O’Gorman deals with Tacitean irony at length, as I have discussed above.11 One difficulty with 
the concept is that it is hard to pin down in Latin, English, or indeed any language. Irony is 
frequently determined by context and occurs when views stated in a text clash with evidence 
available from the context, so it is difficult to identify without a good understanding of its 
context.12 Texts as old as Tacitus’ writings inevitably present challenges in determining meaning 
independent of the words as transmitted. Nevertheless, Tacitus’ well-studied, opinionated 
authorial voice is distinctive enough that it is possible to make educated guesses on what opinion 
he is endorsing. I recognize that these judgments are rarely clear-cut but I argue that it is 
 
11 O’Gorman is of course far from the first to identify irony as an important element in Tacitus’ 
style. Mandell claimed that irony is prevalent in Tacitus’ works (1957, 23-4), and Bartsch (1994) 
and Haynes (2003) are more recent studies that address the question of irony. 
 
12 Salvatore Attardo, one of my main sources on modern humor theory, describes irony as 
entirely based on context, audience, and speaker intention (2001, 111-3). Humorous irony runs 
the risk of being taken seriously by an unprepared audience (2001, 117-8). Another significant 
source on irony is Arthur Koestler, who focuses on its ability to imitate a viewpoint with which 
the author does not agree (1964, 73-4). Other discussions on irony that I have consulted include 
Braester (1992), Barbe (1995), Dews et al. (1995), Jorgensen (1995), and Eisterhold et al. 
(2004), as well as ancient sources. Because irony is notoriously difficult to pin down, I have not 




nevertheless possible to create parameters within which likely sites of irony in Tacitus can be 
identified. O’Gorman’s work on this topic is, of course, extremely useful in several instances. 
 Although I do not usually employ Latin terms where I believe there is an English word 
that describes the humorous phenomenon just as well, it is worth noting that ancient sources 
likewise do not agree on the meanings of words related to humor and that some works are not 
even internally consistent. Greek writers call the subject τὸ γελοῖον with relative consistency, but 
they also employ other terms.13 The Rhetorica ad Herennium alludes to humorous technique as 
“something that may cause laughter” (ab aliqua re risum movere possit, 1.6.10), which seems to 
me a deliberately vague phrase meant to include as much material as possible. Cicero begins his 
discussion of humor with iocus et facetiae (De Orat. 2.216) but quickly moves on to ars salis 
and ridicula et salsa (2.217). Most of these terms (especially facetiae) carry all the way through 
his discussion of humor where they are not necessarily distinguishable from another term, 
urbanitas. Cicero maintains a firmer distinction between dicacitas and cavillatio (introduced at 
De Orat. 2.218), but these terms are meant to draw a distinction between longer and shorter 
forms of humor, and they rarely appear later in De Oratore or elsewhere in Latin literature. Both 
Cicero and Quintilian use risus (laughter) often in their discussion of humor, but their terms for 
the type of speech that can create laughter vary considerably. Where Cicero begins with iocus 
and facetiae, Quintilian introduces his discussion of humor with the more abstract ridiculum 
dictum (6.3.6) and unde risus (6.3.7). Both mention urbanitas (sophisticated wit) and describe 
 
13 In Plato, Laws 7.816d-e and 11.935e include important discussions of τὸ γελοῖον. Even when 
discussing comedy as a theatrical genre, Aristotle seems to treat it as almost synonymous with τὸ 




humorous material as “light” (leve).14 Quintilian also cautions against lascivia, apparently 
meaning “inappropriate humor” (6.3.27-8). Cicero also mentions festivitas, hilaritas, lepus, and 
obscenitas (to be avoided in oratory, but still a form of humor), among others, and refers to jokes 
as salsa, iucunda, riducula, scurrilia (again to be avoided), ambigua, argutissima, venusta, 
subturpia, discrepantia, and morosa.15 Quintilian favors some of the same terminology, but adds 
amphibolia (another unacceptable category) and ironia (6.3.47; 6.3.68), and argues that sal does 
not properly refer to humor at all (6.3.19). 
All this to say that developing a coherent lexicon of ancient Roman rhetorical language 
related to humor would be a challenging project, although we can say that Cicero and Quintilian 
grappled with a wide range of nuanced words for humor that were either too colloquial to have 
precise definitions or well-known enough not to require explanations. I use few Latin terms 
because few of them have clearly defined connotations in Latin, and they are therefore no more 
precise than English terms. Because Cicero and Quintilian are not always consistent with their 
terms, it would be just as difficult to find clear examples of specific types of ancient humor in 
Tacitus as it is to find examples of modern types of humor. 
Outline 
 The first chapter discusses ancient and modern humor theory with a focus on the theories 
that I have drawn upon heavily and my refinements to them. I give the most attention to Cicero’s 
and Quintilian’s ancient theories of humor, which are of particular value to my arguments 
 
14 Urbanitas: De Orat. 2.228, 236; Quintilian 6.3.8, 17, 71, 102-3. Levitas: De Orat. 2.219, 229; 
Quintilian 6.3.27-8. 
 
15 Festivitas: De Orat. 2.218, 227; hilaritas:  221; lepus: 219, 227; obscenitas 224, 252; salsa 
217, 222, 240, 278, and elsewhere; iucunda 223; ridicula 251; scurrilia 245; ambigua 253; 
argutissima 250; venusta 262; subturpia 264; discrepantia 281; morosa 279. 
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because they both focus on the role of humor in formal rhetoric designed for a serious purpose, a 
genre with which Tacitus would have been familiar. Among modern theories of humor, I focus 
on the semantic script theory of humor developed by Victor Raskin and Salvatore Attardo. From 
these theories, I elaborate on my framework for identifying and analyzing humor in Tacitus. 
The second chapter analyzes Tacitus’ characterization of Otho and Vitellius in the first 
few books of the Histories. I argue that Tacitus uses humor in his characterization of Otho, and 
that by doing so he highlights the contradictions in Otho’s character that dog his ascent to power. 
Tacitus’ characterization of Vitellius, on the contrary, evokes several of the same contrasts 
without using humor, because Tacitus makes different points in his characterizations of Otho and 
Vitellius. This chapter also further illuminates my criteria for identifying techniques of humor in 
Tacitus by the contrasts I draw in the characterization of these two characters and provides a 
granular analysis of Tacitean humor on a manageable example. 
The third chapter expands my consideration of humor to a larger field, Tacitus’ 
characterization of the emperor Nero, starting from his participation in the lusus Troiae as an 
adolescent and finishing where Tacitus’ narrative is cut off in Book 16. With this expanded 
scope, I examine some passages in the same granular detail as those in the second chapter but 
also address the general sense of absurdity that Tacitus cultivates in his Neronian books. As in 
my analysis of humor that Tacitus associates with Otho, I argue that Tacitus used humor to mark 
the trajectory of Nero’s career as emperor, and in particular to suggest that Nero gained and 
maintained power because of and not despite his absurd antics. By centering humor in Tacitus’ 
Neronian narrative, I am able to point out additional nuances of the theme of performance that 




In the final body chapter, I examine two episodes in which Tacitus turns humor onto 
institutions of the principate rather than individual emperors. In the trial of Libo Drusus, Tacitus 
presents a humorous and self-consciously paradigmatic model for future treason trials. In the 
wedding of Messalina to Silius, Tacitus emphasizes the dearth of initiative and competence 
among aristocratic men as a key factor that allowed freedmen to accumulate power during 
Claudius’ principate. In both episodes, Tacitus uses humor to establish patterns for thinking 
about these subjects without explicitly arguing why readers should agree with his assessments. 
I conclude from these studies that humor is an important element among the techniques 
that Tacitus uses to foster implications. By considering Tacitus’ use of humor, we can expand the 
scope of discussions of Tacitus’ tendency to create a strong impression without naming evidence 
and to refine our analysis of loci in which Tacitus is generally agreed to have been making 
unfounded implications.16 Tacitus’ use of humor also often links together separate themes within 
episodes or narrative arcs. By examining some of the most prominent examples of such 
phenomena, I hope to show that humor is an important part of Tacitus’ rhetorical strategy, and 
that consciously studying it advances our understanding of Tacitus’ style and rhetorical 






16 Working on a single episode, Dickison concluded that Tacitus attempted to provoke “not 
laughter which is relatively purposeless but one which is directed at an end, namely criticism” 
(1977, 646-7). I believe that my thesis is consistent with the basics of her assessment but also 






CHAPTER 1: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK ON HUMOR 
 In this chapter, I explain my method for identifying and analyzing humor in Tacitus. I 
begin with ancient rhetorical sources as the best surviving evidence of what humor would have 
looked like in ancient Roman literary prose. In addition to ancient sources, I make use of modern 
theories of humor, in particular one that I call script theory. In order to develop a useful 
framework for analyzing humor in Tacitus, I combine the most relevant elements of all this 
material, focusing on methods for identifying humor in a long, largely non-humorous text. 
Ancient Observations on Humor 
 Ancient interest in theory about humor is first evidenced by Plato’s comments on humor, 
most of which are negative. Aristotle espoused a slightly less negative view of humor. Aristotle 
presumably had more to say about humor in the lost part of his Poetics, and some of the later 
material that survives from Greece may have followed his lead. Most known Roman reflections 
on humor survive from rhetorical rather than philosophical works, and therefore take a more 
practical approach to humor in addition to coming from a different cultural perspective. Cicero 
and Quintilian wrote the two most substantial surviving Roman treatments of humor and are the 
two most significant sources of ancient humor for my project. 
 Plato discusses humor almost exclusively in relation to dramatic comedy, and his 
reservations about comedy echo his opinions on mimesis in general. In the Laws, Plato proposes 
ordering a community with a total ban on all comedy that includes mockery (γελοῖα) against 
citizens, regardless of whether that mockery is malicious (11.935e). Plato’s objections to comedy 
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stem in part from a fear that mimesis of something ugly will make the imitator ugly and that 
comedy is beneath the dignity of citizens (Laws 7.816d-e).17 In addition, Plato sees comedy as a 
timewaster because it focuses on ugliness, a subject he considers unworthy of serious attention 
(Republic 5.452d-e). Plato’s proposed ban on malicious mockery has been cited as the first 
known expression of the theory that all humor is based on aggression (Bergler 1956, 3), and has 
often served as a starting point for discussions of ancient humor. Yet Plato’s opinions on comedy 
do not seem to have stopped the ancients from using humor any more than his condemnation of 
poetry discouraged them from writing poetry. It is also significant that Plato himself occasionally 
used subtle humor in his own works.18 
 Aristotle’s opinions on comedy are highly debated, in part because the (presumably 
relevant) second book of his Poetics has been lost. From his extant works we learn that Aristotle 
understands comedy as an outgrowth of iambic poetry, a genre that includes aggression (Poetics 
5.1449a). Unlike Plato, Aristotle seems to believe that humor does play a useful part in society. 
He also acknowledges commonalities between comedy and other genres, even attributing the 
earliest manifestation of comedy to Homer in Margites (Poetics 5.1449a). Aristotle associates 
comedy with baseness and indignity, but his view is not so black and white as Plato’s: “[comedy 
is] mimesis of baser but not wholly vicious characters: rather, the laughable is one category of 
 
17 Plato’s discussions of humor are almost entirely confined to the topic of comic performance, 
with little acknowledgement of other kinds of humor. The passage that ends at 11.935e treats 
comedy as a rare and circumscribed exception to a blanket ban on abuse, while 7.816d-e 
completes a section on the proper role of the performing arts. 
 
18 Brock (1990) identifies an array of passages in which Plato may have drawn on the techniques 
and ideas of Aristophanic comedy. Shelley (2003) presents a careful and compelling analysis of 
Socrates’ use of humor in Plato’s dialogues, demonstrating that humor and laughter are useful 
for a Platonic philosopher when they are deployed correctly. I recognize that Plato had complex 
views on humor but I cannot find places where Plato discusses humor as a viable strategy in 
serious writing: even Shelley cites few passages that outright recommend humor. 
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the shameful” (μίμησις φαυλοτέρων μέν, οὐ μέντοι κατὰ πᾶσαν κακίαν, ἀλλὰ τοῦ αἰσχροῦ ἐστι 
τὸ γελοῖον μόριον, 5.1449a, trans. Halliwell).19 The idea that comedy deals with faults but not 
with anything truly heinous continued to be important in antiquity: both Cicero and Quintilian 
make similar claims. Still, in the existing Poetics, Aristotle’s ideas on humor center on dramatic 
comedy, as do Plato’s. 
 Aristotle’s Rhetoric moves away from dramatic comedy by addressing questions of 
humor in persuasive prose. Aristotle does not call this phenomenon comedy but identifies his 
subject by terms germane to humor, including laughter (τὸ γελοῖον), irony (εἰρωνεία), and 
buffoonery (βωμολοχία, 3.1419b).20 The Rhetoric introduces another idea that continues to be 
important in later ancient theory, that some types of humor are appropriate for citizens while 
others are best left alone. Aristotle identifies εἰρονεία as an appropriate type of humor for a free 
man (ἐλευθέρος), while excessive use of humor (βωμολοχία) is best avoided.21 Aristotle’s 
treatment of humor in the Rhetoric may have been consistent with other Greek rhetorical theory. 
He cites Gorgias for advising orators to fight seriousness with laughter and vice versa (3.1419b). 
Isocrates advises that both humor and seriousness are appropriate only in the right context (To 
Demonicus 31). Later works agree that appropriate use of humor was a matter of setting as well 
 
19 Halliwell has argued that Aristotle approved of laughter as a pleasant means of correcting 
minor flaws (2008, 307-331). Although this argument is compelling, it is not obvious (as 
Halliwell admits) and is based on a series of comments scattered across several different works. 
In addition, this interpretation focuses on laughter in social settings and does not introduce any 
additional cause for laughter (or humor) beyond the minor flaw. 
 
20 τὸ γελοῖον appears frequently in Greek discussions of humor. Although it certainly means 
laughter, it appears to have a more general meaning close to “things related to laughter.” 
 
21 I follow Halliwell in understanding βωμολοχία as excessive indulgence in humor (2008, 311). 
Halliwell also suggests that Aristotle used εἰρωνεία to refer to at least two distinct phenomena: 
genuine lack of self-knowledge and “Socratic irony,” a productive indication of discrepancies 
between substance and appearance. The first meaning died out over time (2008, 319-320). 
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as social status. Demetrius’ On Style suggests that joking is appropriate in a festive environment 
regardless of the class of people present (170).22 However, the Greek rhetoricians’ ideas on 
humor tend to be short (as with Isocrates) or highly specific in ways that cannot always transfer 
to Latin (as in Demetrius). None of them exert much influence on modern ideas about humor. 
 Other Greek writing on humor and related phenomena either follows Aristotle or departs 
too far from humor to be immediately useful.23 Greek writers generally treat humor as associated 
with ugliness and exercise caution in using it for both political and social reasons. Their concerns 
about maintaining a proper public persona set a firm limit on the situations in which humor 
might be considered acceptable. Evidence from Greek oratory confirms that irony and sarcasm 
were available tools, but the surviving theory provides little information on their exact functions 
or ways in which they could be most effectively employed.24 Roman texts also provide many 
caveats against using humor in an undignified way, but they differ from earlier Greek writings in 
 
22 Demetrius’ observations on humor form part of a category he calls “charm” (χάριτες, 136). As 
in Aristotle’s Rhetoric, some of other terms Demetrius uses make it clear that his subject is 
related to humor (e.g. κωμῳδικὰ παίγνιά, 142-3, or σκώμματα, 172). Nevertheless, Demetrius 
maintains that charm and laughter differ in their subject matter: laughter (γελοῖον) deals with 
ugly people (his examples are Iros and Thersites), while charm concerns itself with pretty things 
(nymphs and erotes, 163). 
 
23 Theophrastus’ Characters, for example, uses Aristotelian ideas and treats comic archetypes 
separate from other aspects of humor. 
 
24 I am giving Greek ideas about humor a more cursory discussion than they would merit in a 
general study of humor in Greco-Roman antiquity. Halliwell (2008) contains much nuance that I 
omit, including an interpretation of Aristotle that highlights the philosophical benefits of laughter 
(307-331) and subtle observations on the difference between invective and indecency (222). 
Shelley (2003) points out the subtleties in Plato’s treatment of humor, and Perks (2012) locates 
the germs of the three major modern theories of humor in Plato and Aristotle. Despite these 
important subtleties, scholars tend to agree that Greek ideas about humor place a great emphasis 
on its aggressive, negative aspect (Halliwell 2008, 24-31; Shelley 2003, 353; Perks 2012, 126). 
Because Roman texts treat the subject from a different perspective and dwell on different 




that they often note the positive advantages that humor can convey and associate it with quick 
thinking as much as with ugliness. Cicero and Quintilian’s discussions of humor focus how to 
maintain the speaker’s dignitas while still benefitting from humor. 
 An anonymous text from the 1st century BCE, the Rhetorica ad Herennium, succinctly 
explains that an orator should attempt to provoke a laugh if he happens to be making a 
counterargument to an audience that has already been convinced by an opponent and is tired of 
listening (1.6.10). Despite the lack of detail, it is significant that this early Roman account of 
when to provoke laughter does not caution against the strategy.25 The author of the Rhetorica 
lists multiple devices that may provoke humor, but unfortunately neither defines nor gives 
examples of them. Later works treat humor in much more detail and provide more caveats about 
its use, but this early work indicates that Romans were already interested in the persuasive 
powers of humor perhaps more than in its potential to degrade its user. 
 Cicero’s De Oratore contains a substantial section on the nature of humor and how to 
employ it in a public speech. Cicero’s structure in this imagined dialogue between famous 
orators is not systematic but constructed roughly according to the topic being discussed. At the 
end of a speech about types of persuasion (inventio, 2.156-216), which includes a discussion of 
the use of emotion in oratory (185-216), Antonius suggests that Caesar Strabo should speak on 
the subject of joking (iocus et facetiae), which is relevant because it can effectively manipulate 
 
25 It may also be significant that the author of the Rhetorica describes laughter as a diversionary 
tactic—not a strategy for addressing an opponent’s points, but for distracting an audience from 
an otherwise solid argument. Humor may not preclude an argument based on facts, but it can 
certainly obviate the need for one. If implication was a long-lived use of humor in Roman 
rhetoric, it would have been a natural tool for Tacitus to use to create the nebulous but powerful 
impressions for which he is known. 
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an audience’s emotions, and because Caesar is an authority on the topic (2.216).26 Caesar first 
objects that humor is difficult to teach, then gives a speech illustrating some functions and 
techniques of humor (2.217-227). After a brief conversation, Crassus,27 to whom Caesar yielded 
precedence in the skillful use of humor, comments that oratory in general and humor in particular 
is an innate capacity more often than it is a learned skill (2.232). After this, Caesar resumes his 
discussion of humor with a more theoretical section and elaborates on the topic in a longer 
speech (2.235-290). All the speakers agree that humor can be useful and that it must be used 
carefully. Although the dialogue format attributes these ideas on humor to multiple illustrious 
speakers, I treat all the views expressed in the two speeches as Cicero’s, because he generally 
treats their advice as sound. 
 As I noted above, De Oratore is not the first surviving Latin oratorical treatise that 
touches on humor, but it is notable for its substance and, because Cicero had such a great 
influence on Roman oratory, it would have been an influential account.28 The content of Cicero’s 
discussion of humor is often thought to reflect ideas that Aristotle advanced in his theories about 
comedy.29 Yet even if Cicero’s ideas were founded on Aristotle’s, he was writing on a different 
 
26 These are Marcus Antonius and Gaius Julius Caesar Strabo Vopiscus, famous orators of the 
generation before Cicero. Both were killed by supporters of Marius in 87 BCE (May and Wisse 
2001, 14-15). 
 
27 Lucius Licinius Crassus, a famous orator and a mentor of Cicero (May and Wisse 2001, 14). 
 
28 Bonner provides a lengthy description of Cicero’s influence on Quintilian and the 
standardization of Roman rhetoric (1977, 287-308). Keeline has argued that Cicero intended that 
his works be used in education and that they became a point of comparison and departure for 
later Latin prose (2018). 
 
29 Scholars agree that Cicero drew on Peripatetic sources, but it is not clear what other materials 
he might have used, nor how closely he followed his sources. Plebe opines that Cicero’s use of 
Roman examples and his personal stake in effective rhetoric must have inspired Cicero to expand 
past Aristotle’s and Theophrastus’ theories (1952, 65-67). Haury sees a similarity between 
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topic than was Aristotle, in that Cicero intended to explain how to use humor in Roman public 
speaking, where Aristotle appears to have had less practical goals in mind and does not give as 
elaborate a schema for humorous discourse as Cicero does (Fantham 2004, 188-9). 
 Aside from a short section at the start of the second speech, both of Caesar’s speeches flit 
from example to example, defining terms and uses of humor through illustrations without much 
formal structure. Caesar raises but disregards as overly philosophical the question of laughter’s 
essential nature (2.235) and defines the best manner of causing laughter (ridiculi) as “to point out 
and mark something dishonorable in a way that is not itself dishonorable” (quae notant et 
designant turpitudinem aliquam non turpiter, 2.236).30 Cicero repeats the Greek view that humor 
is concerned with ugly or degraded things (turpitudinem), but, for him, ugliness does not 
necessarily pollute humor. Concerns about mimesis show up elsewhere in Cicero31 but are much 
 
Cicero’s and Aristotle’s descriptions of irony (1955, 3-4), but treats Aristotle as merely one of a 
number of important forerunners of Cicero. 
 
30 Unless otherwise indicated, all translations of De Oratore are from May and Wisse (2001). 
 
31 At De Orat. 2.251-2, Cicero condemns the types of imitation performed by actors and clowns 
as unsuitable for performance by freeborn people. Cicero splits these behaviors up into four 
types of laughable material (ridicula) that are not appropriate for rhetorical humor (faceta). He 
names one of them obscenitas. This passage is one of Cicero’s strongest condemnations of any 
technique of humor and stands out because Cicero avers that clowns’ techniques are among the 
most humorous but should nevertheless be avoided by orators. Some of Cicero’s antipathy for 
these techniques may come from Platonic and Aristotelian concerns about mimesis, but Cicero 
also reflects specifically Roman concerns: his exemplar of inappropriate humor is the sannio, a 
type of performer associated with both Atellan farce and mime (Rawson 1985, 98). Cicero’s 
references to the sannio and obscenitas put this passage into the context of Italian theatrical 
traditions, which bring Roman anxiety about infamia to the fore. Several of Cicero’s examples of 
unacceptable humor are physical (screwing up the face and imitating gestures), and his solution 
for orators is that they should stick to words without bodily imitation. Greek philosophical 
concerns about mimesis are compatible with the Roman terror of making a spectacle of the free 
citizen male body, but the two are not exactly the same, because Plato’s objection to mimesis 
includes ugly thoughts as well as ugly ideas (Laws 7.816d), and Aristotle forbids abusive 
language (βωμολοχία, Rhet. 3.18.17). I am convinced by Halliwell’s argument that the Greeks 
understood the difference between shameful things and the language used to describe them 
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more circumscribed than those described by Plato and Aristotle. Cicero goes on to discuss 
specific rhetorical devices that create humor, occasionally making general statements on the 
nature and uses of humor. The most relevant of these are discussed in greater detail below. 
 Quintilian’s discussion of humor spans section 6.3 of his Institutio Oratoria, and, like 
Cicero’s, it caps a discussion of pathos. More organized than Cicero’s, Quintilian’s discussion of 
humor remains diffuse and is often derived from examples rather than pure theory. Although 
Quintilian begins by defining his topic as laughter (risus) rather than joking, he covers much of 
the same territory that Cicero does. Like the Greek rhetoricians, Quintilian associates humor with 
ugliness and physical distortion but in agreement with Cicero he draws a distinction between 
humor that benefits and does not benefit the orator, suggesting that only some humor is 
detrimental to dignity (6.3.2-8). Quintilian draws on Cicero in addition to older theories of 
humor and usually agrees with his Roman predecessor but adds many of his own examples and 
attempts to systematize his observations. Because Quintilian lived in the imperial period, some 
of his more cautious nuances are especially noteworthy, because they provide insight on the 
extra precautions applied to humor during that era. 
 Cicero’s and Quintilian’s treatments of humor are invaluable for several reasons. First, 
their theories on humor would have been known to Tacitus. Individual Romans would of course 
have had individual tastes in humor, but these two accounts would have been influential among 
the literary elite.32 Second, both authors came from social and educational backgrounds similar 
 
(2008, 223), but the evidence suggests that the Romans might have treated the expression of 
shameful things by gesture as particularly shameful but felt they had more freedom to express 
shameful ideas in words, as long as they simultaneously distanced themselves from distasteful 
behavior in reality. 
 
32 Cicero was an important part of Roman education by Tacitus’ time (Keeline 2018, 3-4), and 
Quintilian was granted a salary by Vespasian and employed as a tutor to Domitian’s heirs 
(Jerome in Shanz-Hosius 1959, 745-747). 
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enough to Tacitus’ that their judgments about when jokes are socially appropriate are relevant for 
Tacitus.33 Both Cicero and Quintilian ponder the right circumstances in which to use humor, and 
which types of humor undermine and which bolster a speaker’s dignitas. If I wanted to construct 
a more general picture of ancient Roman humor, I would need to consider Plautus, Terence, and 
other authors who used humor as one of the main elements in their works. Because I need a 
model of humor that will work for an elite orator-historian, however, the focus of Cicero’s and 
Quintilian’s accounts suits my project. Third, Cicero and Quintilian provide a rhetorical 
perspective. Although Tacitus’ historical works are not speeches, he was well known as an 
orator, and used rhetorical techniques in his historical works. 
Finally, Cicero and Quintilian give practical advice on how to create humor in Latin. I do 
not assume that every device they mention must be amusing every time it appears (nor does 
either of them make any such claim), but I look out for qualities they identify as often humorous. 
For example, both say that gravitas and humor can enhance each other. Cicero has Antonius 
praise Crassus as both the wittiest and most serious of speakers (venustissimus, urbanissimus, 
and gravissimus, 2.228). Cicero also claims that “there is no category of jokes that is not also a 
source for earnest and serious things”34 (nullum genus est ioci, quo non ex eodem severa et 
gravia sumantur, 2.250) and that “while there is one consideration for joking, another for 
 
 
33 We can draw connections between Tacitus and Quintilian especially: Pliny the younger 
mentions in a letter that he had been a student of Quintilian (6.6.3), and other letters confirm that 
Pliny was acquainted with Tacitus (1.6, 6.20, 7.20, 7.23). Mendell is all but certain that Tacitus 
was also Quintilian’s student (1957, 20; 73). There is no direct evidence that Tacitus was 
Quintilian’s student, but Tacitus would certainly have been familiar with the theories put forward 
by one of the most famous orators of his time. 
 
34 May and Wisse have the less general “thoughts” instead of “things.” 
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seriousness, there is a single consideration, however, for serious things and jokes”35 (enim dudum 
rationem aliam esse ioci, aliam severitatis, gravium autem et iocorum unam esse rationem, 
2.262). He associates these qualities of humor especially with continuous irony drawn out over 
the course of a passage: witty deception (urbana dissimulatio) or “being mock-serious in your 
whole manner of speaking” (cum toto genere orationis severe ludas, 2.269) is pleasant. 
Quintilian says that severitas makes a speaker more appealing even when he is attempting to 
make a joke (6.3.26). These observations do not help to distinguish humor from seriousness but 
they demonstrate that seriousness and humor could be connected in Roman rhetoric. 
 One of Cicero’s major concerns in the relevant section of De Oratore is to describe when 
it is appropriate for an orator to use humor. What Aristotle treated cursorily is a primary issue 
almost throughout Cicero’s discussion of humor in De Oratore. Although Cicero’s observations 
are rarely presented as definitive and are sometimes difficult to interpret, they are nevertheless 
useful for analyzing Tacitus. Both Cicero and Quintilian mention that a prosecutor should not 
use humor against a truly heinous criminal, nor should a defender use it for a client who is too 
pitiful. They agree that humor should be reserved for mocking people who are neither too 
pitiable nor too atrocious, as the first type encourages empathy and the second demands a strong 
condemnation (De Orat. 2.237, Inst. 6.3.31).36 Quintilian even begins his discussion of humor 
with an evaluation of Cicero, who had, by Quintilian’s time, apparently become notorious for 
using humor too freely. Quintilian, however, suggests that Cicero used humor well, in fact better 
 
35 This translation is largely mine, and awkward in part to avoid interpreting the Latin. May and 
Wisse interpret this phrase to mean: “while the subject matter of joking and of the serious are 
different, the system of their categories and commonplaces are the same.” 
 
36 Tsakona and Popa have observed a similar phenomenon in modern political humor: political 
messages communicated with humor may be taken less seriously by an audience or understood 
as a sign of the speaker’s inability to be serious about serious topics (2011, 11). 
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than the Greeks did (6.3.2-5).37 Quintilian implies that his assessment of Cicero was in the 
minority, but his statement that Cicero was preeminent in the effective use of humor in speeches 
confirms a few important points. First, the Romans considered their way of using humor to be 
different from that of the Greeks. Romans were less likely to include invective as part of humor, 
as Cicero implied when he claimed that a Greek discussion of humor would also have included 
invective, a category that he does not address (2.288).38 Second, although humor could be 
compatible with topics of the utmost seriousness, taste and restraint were all-important if an 
orator wanted to use humor effectively. Such concerns were not central to most Roman humor,39 
but dignitas is a primary concern for both Cicero and Quintilian. 
The point of humor, for them, is not to provoke laughter or be amusing, but to make an 
argument.40 Although humor continues to be used to make arguments to this day, this function is 
not often treated as one of the primary purposes of humor.41 Modern scholarship recognizes that 
humor is used for communication, but most of the research that I have found on the subject 
 
37 Quintilian hedges his positive judgment by arguing that any tasteless jokes attributed to Cicero 
were already in circulation or were interpolated later, possibly by Tiro (6.3.5). 
 
38 Quintilian, for his part, endorses the view that Demosthenes, despite being the best of Greek 
orators, avoided humor because he was bad at it, not because he disapproved of it (6.3.2). Like 
Cicero’s, Quintilian’s examples of humor come almost exclusively from Roman oratory. 
 
39 Cicero cites examples of types of humor that do not follow the rules he proposes. Frequently, 
professional humorists (the scurra, the mimus, the sannio) furnish examples of humor that would 
be unacceptable for an orator (2.239, 244-5, 252). The professionals were funnier than the 
orators, as Cicero mentions in the case of the sannio. 
 
40 Orators may attempt to be amusing as well, but they need to avoid being confused with 
professional entertainers (Graf 1997, 31-2). 
 
41 Modern theory does, however, frequently acknowledge that humor can reinforce social 
hierarchies and enforce membership in social groups (Kuipers 2008, 365-6), both of which are 
involved in constructing arguments. 
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describes the phenomenon without investigating the mechanics that produce it.42 In ancient 
Roman rhetorical theory, in contrast, humor is at least as important for the part it plays in 
constructing an argument as for its amusing qualities. As I argue in subsequent chapters, humor 
in Tacitus serves a similar purpose as it does in the rhetoricians: although it may be diverting, it 
mainly supports a point. The same would not be true in a study of the works of Plautus or even 
Terence—Roman authors who used humor primarily to be amusing and cause laughter—but in 
the case of rhetoricians like Cicero and Quintilian, humor serves a purpose beyond levity. Both 
Quintilian and the writer of the Rhetorica ad Herennium talk about humor as a way to recall an 
audience’s wandering attention (Inst. 6.3.1, Rhetorica 1.6.10), but even that, although it relates to 
entertainment, does not restrict humor to provoking laughter.43 
 Cicero and Quintilian identify a few rhetorical techniques of particular interest for my 
study of Tacitus. First, I will focus on their discussions of the relationship between humor and 
power, much of which recommends techniques that I consider to be in the family of concepts 
that modern English calls irony. Both Cicero and Quintilian mention examples of humor that 
revolve around power, usually situations in which one speaker attempts to establish or reassert 
power over another. Cicero quotes an exchange between Crassus and another lawyer, Lucius 
Aelius Lamia, whose body was in some way unusual (deformis, De Orat. 2.262): “The fellow 
 
42 For example, an experiment which measured the social function of irony demonstrated that 
subjects considered irony more or less acceptable depending on the social setting, but the study 
did not aim to produce guidelines on when to use irony (Dews et al. 1995). Although the 
experiment had implications for how to act and speak persuasively, these were neither the goal 
nor the emphasis of the research.  
 
43 Questions about ancient laughter are themselves highly controversial. Much study of humor in 
the ancient world has focused on laughter (Halliwell 2008 and Beard 2014 are well known 
examples), but laughter is neither the necessary result of all humor nor is it always caused by 
humor. Studies of laughter do contribute to our understanding of humor in antiquity, but do not 
usually address the exact questions in which I am interested here. 
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made a nuisance of himself by his interruptions, and Crassus said, ‘Let’s hear the pretty boy.’ 
When the laughter had subsided, Lamia replied, ‘I could not mold my bodily appearance myself, 
but I could mold my own talents.’ So then Crassus said, ‘Let’s hear the accomplished speaker,’ 
and the laughter was even more uproarious” (qui cum interpellaret odiose, “audiamus” inquit 
“pulchellum puerum” Crassus; cum esset adrisum, “non potui mihi” inquit Lamia “formam ipse 
fingere, ingenium potui;” tum hic “audiamus” inquit “disertum:” multo etiam adrisum est 
vehementius, 2.262). Cicero provides this as an example of humor “from the inversion of words” 
(ex inversione verborum), which is often translated into English as “irony.”44 Cicero advances 
this example as part of a category that depends on words rather than content, but the implications 
of the exchange go beyond verbal concerns and deal with the question of which of the 
interlocutors is most credible. Crassus’ first joke appears to have been a diversionary tactic: 
Lamia’s appearance was not relevant, as Lamia pointed out, but it constituted a criticism against 
which he could not easily defend himself. Crassus’ second joke again redirects the focus from 
what his opponent had to say to another personal quality. Because Lamia was manifestly not a 
“pretty boy,” the parallel between Crassus’ two jokes implies that he was not an “accomplished 
speaker” either. Nearly out of nowhere, Crassus conjured two reasons for the audience not to 
listen to Lamia, without directly impugning anything he said. The back-and-forth between the 
two of them constitutes an argument on who should be allowed to speak, and who deserves the 
 
44 Inversio verborum is usually understood to mean the reversal of the meanings of words. 
Leeman, Pinkster, and Rabbie (1981, ad loc) note that a similar term appears in the Rhetorica ad 
Herennium (1.10), where it is the name of one technique likely to cause laughter. Leeman et al. 
argue that if inversio referred to a change in word order rather than word meaning, Quintilian 
would not have used it as a translation for Greek ἀλληγορία. They acknowledge that Quintilian 
equates ironia with illusio rather than inversio and that Cicero treats irony elsewhere also under 
the name dissimulatio (more on this below), but neither elaborate on any possible distinction 
between inversio and dissimulatio, nor attempt to explain Quintilian’s choice of words. 
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audience’s attention. Laughter is the immediate result of Crassus’ joking, yet it is not an end in 
itself but a sign that Crassus was able to control the reactions of his audience. Humor can convey 
an advantage even in cases where it has little substance. 
 Although most of Cicero’s examples feature interlocutors on a fairly level playing field, 
Quintilian recounts several stories of humor being used to mediate a power differential. Unlike 
Cicero, Quintilian practiced oratory under an established imperial regime, and several examples 
in his discussion of humor involve interaction with an emperor. In one, an eques “accused by 
Augustus of squandering his inheritance, replied ‘I thought it was mine’” (qui obicienti Augusto 
quod patrimoniam comedisset, “meum,” inquit, “putavi,” 6.3.74, trans. Russell). Quintilian calls 
the remark a defensio, a subspecies of refutatio (refutation), a type of humor that denies a charge. 
Although Augustus is clearly the authority in this exchange, the eques appears to have won the 
argument without being punished, despite delivering a put-down to the emperor. While Augustus 
tries to claim moral authority by rebuking the eques for mismanaging his inheritance, the eques 
sidesteps the original ethical question (whether or not it is right to waste one’s patrimony) and 
turns to a different topic, the right of the emperor to instruct others on how they should spend 
their money. That Quintilian records no retort from Augustus suggests that the eques’ objection, 
though playful, was unanswerable: Augustus would not have desired to admit in public that he 
did consider himself empowered to minutely police the lives of his fellow citizens.45 
 Quintilian records a similar example in which Augustus reprimands another eques: “A 
Roman eques was drinking in the theatre, and Augustus sent him a messenger to say ‘If I want 
lunch, I go home.’ ‘Of course,’ said the eques, ‘you are not afraid of losing your place.’” (Hinc 
 
45 This exchange also demonstrates several of the qualities that Barbe finds essential in modern 
irony: it is mutually “face-saving,” that is both parties leave the exchange without social damage, 
and it has the power to forestall a reply (1995, 10; 20). 
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eques Romanus, ad quem in spectaculis bibentem cum misisset Augustus qui ei diceret: ‘ego si 
prandere volo, domum eo,’ ‘tu enim’ inquit ‘non times ne locum perdas,’ 6.3.63, trans. Russell). 
Again, the eques gets away with pointing out Augustus’ domineering power, and Augustus 
appears unable to either defend his right to power or to deny that he has asserted it. Although 
Quintilian calls this second example a matter of pointing out dissimilarities and the first a 
defense, the commonalities between them are apparent. Both turn on Augustus’ seizure of power 
and his reticence to acknowledge that he considered himself empowered to dictate the minutiae 
of the Romans’ lives. Quintilian does not advertise that the equites are criticizing Augustus, but 
reveals by these examples that humor can provide a way to talk back to power without running 
the risk that direct criticism would. Neither eques tells Augustus outright that he is exercising his 
de facto authority in a tyrannical way. Instead, both imply it, allowing the emperor to save face. 
This is necessary because neither exchange would presumably have gone well for an eques who 
said, “why can’t you keep your nose out of my private decisions, you sanctimonious tyrant?” 
These exchanges channel the tension between the reality of Augustus’ political dominance 
(especially his attempts to legislate morality) and the official fiction that he was merely primus 
inter pares. Humor reveals a contrast between what is true and what is held to be true, but does 
not disrupt that system.46 This aspect of humor will reappear frequently in Tacitus’ descriptions 
 
46 Although it is beyond the scope of this dissertation, several Roman examples of humor support 
the modern theory that political humor is unlikely to spur political change (Tsakona and Popa 
2011 contains a recent articulation). Quintilian does mention an incident in which a group of 
young men speak badly of Pyrrhus, then make a joke that helps them avoid punishment (6.3.10), 
but the context is less formal than that of a political speech. The real-life impact and purpose of 
political humor is much debated, and too large to adequately address in this dissertation. In a 
much-cited article, Antonin Obrdlik described the “gallows humor” of Nazi-occupied 
Czechoslovakia as “an index of strength or morale on the part of oppressed peoples” and as a 
challenge to oppressors (1942, 709). Willett opines that modern American political humor can be 
both coercive and liberating (2008, 3-4). A longer recent discussion can be found in Oring (2016, 
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of other emperors, where Tacitus often uses humor to expose the persistent incongruities 
between official policy and actual practice, illustrating the emperors’ sustained programs of 
hypocrisy.  
Although the examples above show that it was possible to be humorous without being 
outright insulting, Cicero’s and Quintilian’s deep concern for maintaining decorum and dignitas 
speaks to the difficulty of keeping humor and invective separate, especially in political contexts. 
In this respect they share Aristotle’s concerns about appropriate varieties of humor and even 
address Plato’s objection to comedy directed against leading citizens. Their focus on practical 
speaking, however, along with their understanding of some of the more subtle functions of 
humor, make their work both interesting in itself and especially useful for considering humor in 
Tacitus. Tacitus famously claims that he was free to write without interference from 
contemporary politics (Hist. 1.1.4), and because he wrote about past and not current events, his 
claim may even be true. Nevertheless, even without direct political relevance, Tacitus’ take on 
history regularly reaches heights of cynicism that might have implicated the principate itself, 
including its incarnation in his day. Besides, Tacitus seems to have written in the spirit of the 
times that he discussed,47 finding roundabout ways to expose the flaws of the powerful. 
In addition to their attention to tact, the humor employed by Quintilian’s equites has an 
unanswerable quality that an outright insult might not have had. Calling direct attention to 
Augustus’ flaws would have kept the conversation in the realm of moral reproach, where 
Augustus started the discussion and presumably would have wanted it to remain. By diverting 
 
109-128), who argues that political humor is often treated as distinct from other types of humor, 
but rarely advocates for change or provides protection from retribution. 
 
47 O’Gorman (2000) makes a particularly strong argument for Tacitus’ style as a demonstration 
of the times he describes. 
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the conversation to the circumstances of each interlocutor and pointing out the important 
differences between them, the eques leaves Augustus without an answer. The humor in both 
these examples provides an opportunity for covert criticism, a function of humor that is 
important in Tacitus as well. Although Tacitus has been criticized for making insinuations 
without evidence,48 in my view Tacitus makes substantive points about tangible flaws, but does 
so in oblique ways, including with humor. As in the equites’ criticisms of Augustus, Tacitus’ 
humorous barbs against historical figures often expose the reality of an opaque situation and are 
essentially a form of analysis rather than evidence. Humor can be used to conceal the personal 
animus behind a vague accusation, but in Tacitus’ case humor serves to untangle a complex 
network of information rather than to simply inculcate prejudice in readers. 
That Tacitus uses humor to point out flaws in the principate also jibes with modern 
research that suggests political humor is an essentially conservative form of discourse that 
evaluates current circumstances based on accepted values rather than proposing new ideas 
(Tsakona and Popa 2011, 8). Tacitus is able to use humor in his discussion of the flaws of the 
principate because he and his audience were already steeped in Roman civic ideals. Without a 
baseline for comparison, it is difficult to point out a discrepancy between how things are and 
how they ought to be. Much political humor therefore assumes a set of agreed-upon values from 
which it is able to construct criticisms of its targets. Although humorous critiques do not lead to 
practical changes, they can function as a barometer of free speech, keep public focus on specific 
 
48 Ryberg (1942) advanced the theory that Tacitus employed insinuation to accuse Tiberius of 
faults for which there was no evidence. Other scholarship has almost universally agreed that 
Tacitus does imply things as well as stating them outright but has only sometimes criticized him 
for it. A relatively recent example is Perkins (1993). 
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political issues, and influence cultural perception of a regime.49 Political humor, therefore, does 
not change reality, but can dramatically influence perceptions. Political humor would seem to be 
an ideal tool for historical writing, where the facts are unchangeable but perception is significant. 
 In addition to their general recommendations on maintaining decorum, Cicero and 
Quintilian provide concrete advice on humor by suggesting specific verbal and rhetorical 
strategies to achieve specific effects. Although some of the strategies they suggest are either not 
favored by Tacitus or are not as obviously applicable to non-rhetorical writing (e.g., puns, talking 
back to an opponent, pointing at a relevant object),50 many provide direct insight on appropriate 
humor in formal prose during the Roman empire. For example, Cicero cites deception 
(dissimulatio, translated by May and Wisse as “irony”) as one of many factors that may 
contribute to humor (2.269). In the same context, Cicero claims that “insinuation” (significatio, 
2.268)51 and “calling something disgraceful by an honorable name” (cum honesto verbo vitiosa 
res appellatur, 2.272), are related ways of creating humor. Another related idea is what Cicero 
calls subabsurda dicendo, the technique of pretending to believe something while in fact 
 
49 Tsakona’s, Watters’, and Mascha’s essays in Tsakona and Popa 2011 explore political humor 
as a measure of health of democracy through a Romanian TV show, as a way to influence the 
image of political leaders through impersonations of Berlusconi, and as a “counter-hegemonic” 
cultural measure in Mussolini’s Italy, respectively.  
 
50 Puns are mentioned at De Orat. 2.220 and 256-7. Neither Cicero nor Quintilian deals with 
snappy retorts in a single section, but De Orat. 2.224 and 277 and Inst. 6.3.23 contain some of 
their observations. Both orators recognize that pointing at an amusing object is rarely useful in 
oratory and cite the same example (De Orat. 2.266 and Inst. 6.3.37). 
 
51 May and Wisse (2001), as well as Leeman et al. (1981), support this translation with clearer 
explanations of the same term that appear at De Orat. 3.202, the Rhetorica ad Herennium 4.67, 




communicating that you do not (2.289).52 Quintilian mentions subabsurda as Cicero’s term for 
using humor to distort an opponent’s ideas (6.3.23). All the above qualities have something in 
common with the modern English word “irony.” Cicero presents these ideas as related but 
distinct, while in English “irony” might encompass them all. I do not want to spend too much 
time on ancient terminology,53 but Cicero’s examples, such as that of Scipio calling a shirking 
centurion “diligent” (2.272) confirm that something like irony could indeed constitute humor in 
ancient Roman oratory. Cicero’s discussion also includes false praise and euphemisms,54 which 
are plentiful in Tacitus. 
 Cicero and Quintilian consider a broad range of types of humor, which helps explain 
which types are likely to appear in serious writing and drives home the fact that humor was as 
complex a phenomenon in ancient Rome as it is now. Cicero calls his subject urbanitas, iocus, or 
facetiae, and describes it as leve, absurdum, or salsum (not an exhaustive list). He draws some 
distinctions between these different words (for example, urbanitas almost always refers to 
appropriate types of humor while facetiae can refer to less refined material as well as appropriate 
types) but does not define terms or make strong separations between different words. All of these 
 
52 Cicero’s definition of subabsurda fits neatly with Braester’s modern definition of irony, which 
claims that all ironic discourse has a literal meaning, a concealed (ironic) meaning, and a third 
meaning in which the first two are combined (1992, 75). It also bears a resemblance to Haiman 
on sarcasm: “quotation of prior words […] in itself functions as a telltale index of the speaker’s 
disrespect for both the repeated message and the person who first uttered it” (1990, 191). Barbe 
discusses irony as dependent on an audience’s perception of a speaker and understood best in 
contexts in which the audience has already understood what the speaker truly means to say 
(1995, 11). 
 
53 Leeman et al. note that little of the Latin terminology related to wit and humor is ever applied 
consistently. Nevertheless, they include their own attempt at categorizing Cicero’s terms (1981, 
183-188). 
 
54 Crassus’ calling Lamia a “pretty boy” (2.262) is an example of the former. Scipio’s comment 
on the “diligent” centurion (2.272) is an example of the latter. 
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categories appear to fall under one blanket idea discussed in the excursus.55 Cicero uses different 
terms to illustrate a spectrum of humor from appropriate to inappropriate56 and a series of 
different tones that appropriate humor can take in a forensic speech. Quintilian, similarly, 
provides a series of possible types of humor. Quintilian quibbles with Cicero that sal is not a 
term for humor but only for charm (6.3.19), but he also uses more than one word and discusses 
more than one set of acceptable tones and techniques for creating humor.57 Both Cicero and 
Quintilian, therefore, treated humor with nuance and in the context of specific situations. They 
provide no single Latin term for the phenomenon they describe, but that does not mean that they 
did not understand humor as a distinct category.58 
 Cicero draws a distinction between isolated instances and continuous passages of humor. 
Because most discussions of humor, including Cicero’s, focus on short examples, Cicero’s 
discussion of longer passages is valuable for my work on humor in longer passages in Tacitus. 
Isolated examples of humor he calls dicacitas, while the spread-out, continued passages he calls 
 
55 Despite the variable terminology, Cicero clearly demarcated the excursus’ boundaries: it 
begins with a request to discuss facetiae (2.216) and ends with a comment that the conversation 
has wandered too far and ought to be returned to its original topic (2.290). Cicero presents all the 
disparate terms discussed in the excursus as related to each other more closely than they are to 
other elements of oratory. 
 
56 Although it is not his focus, Cicero provides a few examples of jokes that are unfit for an 
orator, as at 2.274. 
 
57 Ridiculum features often in Quintilian’s discussion. Ridiculum dictum is among his names for 
the subject of his treatment of humor (6.3.6). Grant speculated that ridiculum was in fact “the 
most colorless of all the terms” for humor in Latin (1924, 101). 
 
58 The English language has a similar lack of agreed-upon terminology. I consistently use 
“humor” as a blanket term because it has been generally accepted by most current theorists as the 
best option for a general term that can encompass all related phenomena (Apte 1985, 208-9; 
Tsakona and Popa 2011, 3), but in everyday use “humor” may mean a variety of more specific 
and even totally unrelated phenomena. This problem has not deterred scholars from writing 
about wit, funniness, jokes, etc. under the heading of humor. 
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cavillatio (2.218). He further distinguishes between these two modes of humor on the basis of 
harshness. According to him, cavillatio is not particularly harsh, but dicacitas usually is (2.221). 
Here, Cicero connects polite humor to humor that is spread out over a larger area of text. 
Although this does not directly mirror the humorous patterns that exist in Tacitus, it confirms 
that the Romans thought that humor could provide a general tone in a passage, and that such a 
passage could be not only acceptable but actually more compatible with the less offensive form 
of humor that Cicero recommends.59 The passages that I examine in Tacitus are not particularly 
lengthy, and the humorous tone often fluctuates even within the passages that use humor, but the 
possibilities raised by Cicero remain significant. Quintilian does not mention the distinction 
between dicacitas and cavillatio but makes a similar point in calling humorous narrative facetiae 
and repartee dicacitas (6.3.42). Quintilian also points out that combining different forms of 
humor with each other can lead to more humor (6.3.62). Both orators’ comments on long-format 
humor confirm that Roman humor was not confined to quips or sententiae, but could employ a 
wider range of techniques, some of which would be available in long narrative works.60 
 Deception and irony are potential sources of humor in both Cicero and Quintilian. In 
addition, both identify ambiguity as a possible source of humor (De Orat. 2.250, Inst. 6.3.49, 
62). Ambiguous wording and judgments have already been recognized as common in Tacitus, 
while deception and irony are important themes. None of these are necessarily humorous, but the 
fact that they can be is significant for my analysis. 
 
59 At De Orat. 2.269, Cicero draws a similar distinction between momentary and sustained irony 
and associates the sustained mode with seriousness. 
 
60 It is true that Cicero and Quintilian cite short jokes and quips as examples of humor much 
more often than longer passages, but that it may be because shorter examples are easier to 
explain without taking up too much space (Fantham 2004, 190). Cicero does mention a speech of 
Crassus as an example of continuous humor (2.220-21), but of course cannot reproduce it. 
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 Both Cicero and Quintilian provide caveats about the use of humor, detailing which types 
of humor are never appropriate and circumstances in which humor may not be appropriate. As I 
mentioned above, they advise never to make fun of a person who has committed a serious crime 
or who is too pitiful (De Orat. 2.237, Inst. 6.3.31). Cicero cautions against several types of 
indecency including obscenitas (2.252), while Quintilian makes disapproving references to the 
humor of scurrae, mimes, and comic actors, the professional comedians of his day (6.3.8). Some 
of Cicero’s disdain for humor he perceives as unrefined may be related to Plato’s and Aristotle’s 
reservations about the dangers of mimesis, specifically that an orator might imitate someone 
lowly and therefore make himself appear lowly. Nevertheless, Cicero’s immediate concern 
would probably have been with the Roman stigma against performers, which made oratory a 
complex balance between public performance and citizen dignity. Quintilian also recommends 
against making puns on people’s names (6.3.54), although Cicero recommends doing just that 
(2.220), so taste differs even between these two.61 Cicero and Quintilian also instruct their 
readers that transparently fishing for laughs is never a good rhetorical strategy, even though an 
orator may be hard pressed to keep his brilliant zingers to himself (De Orat. 2.220, Inst. 6.3.26). 
Cicero and Quintilian’s opinions are, therefore, a good reminder that although humor could be 
used to make serious points in serious circumstances, the orator remained obliged to rein it in.62 
 
61 Tacitus’ Dialogus includes a pun on Aper’s name (at 11.1, discussed by Mayer 2001 ad loc). 
Woodman and Martin note a play on Labeo Antistius’ name at An. 3.75.1 (1996 ad loc), which 
they understand as part of a long tradition of etymologizing puns in Latin literature. Whitmarsh 
understands tacere at Agricola 2.4 as a pun on Tacitus’ own name (2006, 310-313). Tacitus may 
have agreed with Cicero on this question of rhetoric. 
 
62 Cicero, Quintilian, and the Rhetorica ad Herennium all mention that humor can redirect the 
attention of an audience (De Orat. 2.299, Inst. 6.3.1, Rhet. 1.6.10). Such a goal that might in 
practice have spawned humor primarily as ornamentation but does not imply that humor is 




Any humor I find in Tacitus is likely to conform to their rules of decorum and to be neither 
excessively obvious nor inappropriate for history. Other possible examples of humor are less 
likely to appear, or to be intentional if they do. 
Cicero and Quintilian do have important differences from Tacitus. Both focus on rhetoric 
from the Roman Republic.63 Because orators operated under different parameters during the 
Republic than in Tacitus’ day, Cicero’s standards for the use of humor may be less cautious than 
those used later. Indeed, Quintilian’s advice is sometimes more conservative than Cicero’s.64 Not 
all the techniques recommended by the orators are equally applicable to historical writing, either, 
and presumably the orators left unmentioned any techniques of humor specific to written 
discourse. Nevertheless, Cicero and Quintilian constitute an excellent basis for identifying the 
type of refined literary humor that would be appropriate in Tacitus as well. 
Modern Theories of Humor 
 Modern theories of humor are traditionally separated into three major strands that focus 
on aggression, incongruity, and psychological release.65 Aggression theories hypothesize that all 
humor comes from hostility or a feeling of superiority, incongruity theories that it comes from 
incongruity, and psychological theories that humor functions as a release for suppressed tensions 
 
63 Quintilian, an older contemporary of Tacitus, made his recommendations for orators of the 
imperial period, but drew heavily on Cicero’s work and used many examples from the republican 
period. Quintilian’s ideas about oratory may, therefore, reflect idealized versions of rhetoric as 
much as contemporary technique. 
 
64 For example, he recommends against jokes at one’s own expense (6.3.82), although he 
acknowledges that they are common elsewhere. 
 
65 Attardo provides a review of modern humor theories and a more subtle model for classifying 
them (1994, 46-59). 
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(Attardo 1994, 47-50).66 These three main ways of thinking about humor are rarely entirely 
incompatible with each other67 but they represent three separate concerns that often dominate 
both ancient and modern discussions of humor. Because the essential nature of humor is beyond 
the scope of this dissertation, I am less concerned with aggression or relief theories, not because 
they are less valid in considering humor in general, but because they have a tendency to focus on 
individual emotional needs and reactions. Ancient rhetorical theories show that the ancients 
understood that humor was related to emotional manipulation,68 but for ancient orators the 
purpose of humor is not to express deeply felt emotions or to assert your superiority to your 
opponent, but to make a point. Roman sources mention manipulation as part of the purpose of 
humor, and they acknowledge that humor can relieve boredom, but neither approach dominates 
ancient discussions. In addition, while it is often difficult to argue that the writer of a text wanted 
to communicate a strong personal emotion, texts often have significant incongruities that 
encourage complex interpretation, including recognition of humor. Also, modern ideas about 
 
66 There are also modern rhetorical works on humor, but few are relevant to my project. Many 
restrict their focus to overtly humorous genres, and the few mentions of humor in political 
speechwriting have almost no relevance to my project because they center on the style and tastes 
of modern politicians. Some such works do provide concrete recommendations on how to be 
funny, and some of the advice is similar to that provided by Cicero and Quintilian, but their 
rationale on what will create humor cannot be assumed to be the same as it was in ancient Rome. 
One article lists several caveats that parallel Cicero and Quintilian’s concerns (e.g. avoiding 
jokes about groups of people, sparing others’ dignity, feigning spontaneity), but cannot and does 
not attempt to suggest that these principles can be applied to other cultures (Crawford 1994, 66). 
 
67 Although I suspect few humor theorists would be satisfied with the compromise, few theories 
would be demolished by a combined model in which humor has its origin in aggression, is 
expressed by incongruity, and results in the release of psychological tension. In fact, MacHovec 
has proposed a combination theory which he calls the “syzygy” theory of humor (1988, 94-105). 
The problem with MacHovec’s approach is that combining different theories of humor neither 
adds to the insights of the existing theories nor narrows the field of possible examples of humor. 
 
68 Cicero and Quintilian both situate their discussions of humor adjacent to discussions of pathos. 
Cicero’s entire excursus is sandwiched inside a discussion of emotion in speeches, while 
Quintilian’s section on humor follows a section on emotions. 
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aggression and psychology differ from ancient ones. For all these reasons, aggression and 
psychological theories introduce more variables than they explain. I do not dispute that humor 
has an emotional impact now and did in the ancient world, but the emotional impact of humor is 
not always registered in the texts that contain it and does not help distinguish it from other forms 
of discourse. 
A foundational discussion of the psychological theory of humor is Freud’s The Joke and 
its Relation to the Unconscious.69 Freud posits that humor derives from repressed impulses that 
need to be released in a socially acceptable way (2003, 114). Although Freud’s theory has had a 
great influence on humor theory since its publication in 1905, and although it seems reasonable 
to suspect that humor can tap deep emotions, Freud’s theory has little to say to my project. 
Psychological and aggression-based studies of humor tend, like Freud’s, to be bound to the 
cultures that produce them. Freud repeatedly explains the cultural values necessary to understand 
each joke, which has kept his work relatively easy to follow, but also reveals the limits of the 
jokes’ intelligibility. Theories of humor based on emotion inevitably lead to questions about 
what triggers those emotions in the culture in question, leaving humor nearly as mysterious as 
before. Even if it were practical to reconstruct Roman humor from Roman psychological 
preoccupations, such an approach would not be particularly useful for Tacitus. Many of the 
examples of humor in Tacitus are directly related to power, a topic likely to produce strong 
emotional reactions. Because it is already acknowledged that Tacitus described the fears and 
grievances that the emperors’ power inspired among Roman elites (including prominently at 
 
69 I use Joyce Crick’s 2003 translation. The same work, Der Witze und seine Beziehung zum 
Unbewußten, has also been translated into English as Wit and its Relation to the Unconscious. 
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Agricola 2.3-3.3), I do not look to add to our understanding of this particular issue through my 
analysis of humor. 
 Instead of aggression or psychological theories, I focus on ideas about humor that 
foreground incongruity.70 Incongruity is easier to identify in a text than are the emotions of an 
author, and it is moreover an important and widely recognized element of Tacitus’ style. The 
first modern theory that I will use is Arthur Koestler’s “bisociation” theory of humor, which 
posits that all humor comes from a collision of two distinct sets of expectations. Koestler focuses 
on literary humor and includes important points on how humor may be spread over a long 
passage or even an entire text. The other modern theory that I consider seriously is a set of 
linguistic discussions that I refer to as “script theory.” Script theory is similar to bisociation in its 
basic premise,71 but much richer in the analytical tools which it offers and its attention to verbal 
details. Although Koestler’s theory is better framed to deal with long and sporadically humorous 
material, script theory is often a stronger basis for my analysis for its built-in adaptability to 
different times and cultures. 
According to Koestler, humor is the result of “the intersection of two independent and 
self-contained logical chains” (1949, 20). “Logical chains” refer to groups of associated ideas 
 
70 Both of the theories I discuss at length argue that aggression and psychological release are 
related to humor, but that incongruity is the factor that makes something humorous rather than 
simply aggressive or psychologically motivated. 
 
71 MacHovec associates Koestler and Raskin (the originator of script theory) as the only two 
major semantic theories of humor (1988, 87-94). Attardo and Raskin have recently insisted that 
script theory is not purely an incongruity theory of humor while simultaneously acknowledging 
that some of their earlier publications may have helped sow confusion on this point (2017, 54-5). 
Elsewhere, Attardo and Hempelmann admit that script theory is most compatible with 
incongruity theories of humor (2011, 130). 
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(1949, 25-6).72 This theory is in essence an incongruity theory of humor with psychological 
implications.73 Koestler’s primary aim in both the works in which he lays out the theory, Insight 
and Outlook (1949) and The Act of Creation (1964), is not to investigate humor, but to plumb the 
depths of human creativity, a subject that is largely irrelevant to my project, but which led him to 
interesting results for the study of humor. For Koestler, humor is a type of creative thinking, 
different from other forms of thought only because it evokes different emotions, not because it 
employs different logical processes (1964, 27). Serious and humorous thinking can therefore 
serve the same purpose, and although the emotional implications will be different, the subject 
matter can be similar. Koestler also notes that humor has the advantage of being able to produce 
“a massive and sharply defined response” even when it discusses complex ideas (1964, 31). In 
other words, Koestler emphasizes humor as a form of thought and communication. He is 
optimistic about the ease with which humor is recognized and understood, but I agree that when 
humor is recognized and understood, it can be an efficient form of communication, and that this 
function of humor should not be overlooked.74 Koestler specifically suggests a link between the 
ridiculous and the sublime, which in his opinion has been well studied as regards points at which 
sublimity becomes ridiculous, but not as to the way the ridiculous may become sublime (1964, 
31-2). In addition, Koestler argues that humor expressed implicitly may cause a less obvious 
 
72 Koestler later called these “associative contexts” and “matrices of thought” (1964, 38). The 
concept seems to have amounted to the same thing. 
 
73 Koestler is also compatible with aggression theory (1964, 52), but he discusses the aggressive 
aspects of humor as a concealed basis of humor rather than an aspect ripe for investigation. 
 
74 Cicero and Quintilian evince an awareness of this function of humor in that they both 
understand humor as able to persuade by bypassing normal avenues of reasoning. This correlates 
with Koestler’s ideas about the immediacy of ideas presented through humor. In modern 
scholarship, Zhao (1988) has explored the capacity of humor to communicate information. 
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reaction than laughter by causing a reader to “recreate” the logic of the creator, thereby allowing 
a close correspondence between joking and thinking (1964, 94). 
For Koestler, humor requires “economy” of language in order to force listeners to expend 
their own mental effort (1949, 33).75 This does not mean that all humorous texts are short, but 
that their language is deliberate, providing enough information to understand the first logical 
chain but not enough to ruin the surprise of the second (1949, 30). He provides a model for 
looking at what he calls “sustained humor” and what I suspect Cicero would have called 
cavillatio (discussed above). In momentary humor, according to Koestler, the intersection 
between logical chains occurs at a “flash” point where one logical chain interrupts the other 
(1949, 20). Most short-format jokes end at their flash point. Longer humorous texts, on the other 
hand, employ multiple flash points at which logical chains intersect, but also exist long-term in a 
kind of groove between different logical chains. Koestler’s example is Don Quixote, in which, he 
argues, “the ‘romantic’ and the ‘trivial’” are ever-present concerns of the story, always in tension 
but rarely confronting each other (1949, 96). Koestler’s theory, unlike many others, is 
comfortable with humor that lasts longer than a short paragraph, and provides an elegant way of 
thinking about texts that alternate between humorous and serious modes of discourse. Although 
Koestler’s overall focus is not on humor, he admits a fairly broad definition of what material can 
be humorous, allowing for more subtle forms of humor to count as legitimate objects of study. 
Koestler’s theory has two important advantages over other theories. First, it 
acknowledges that humor spread out over a long passage is more than repetition of the same joke 
 
75 Oring makes a similar point about punchlines: those that give away too much information are 
less effective because they deprive the audience of the chance to figure out the joke for 
themselves (1992, 90). Raskin and Attardo have also postulated that inference contributes to 
humor (2017, 59). 
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multiple times. Koestler appears to have recognized that humor can introduce important themes 
into a text, and that the interactions of those themes can be more complex than the repetition of a 
joke. Second, Koestler shows that even when large parts of a text are serious, continuous tension 
between major humorous themes has an impact on the text as a whole. Humorous ideas will not 
simply vanish between direct invocations of them but will remain guiding concerns even when 
they are not directly evoked, as with any other major theme. Koestler’s theory, therefore, is a 
useful strategy for investigating the use of humor across a text, because it does not treat the 
presence of humor in largely serious text as a flaw or anomaly.76 Koestler’s account of humor 
that is spread out over longer passages is sensitive to the effect of humor on the entire text, 
because it does not seek to strictly separate serious and humorous discourse from each other. 
 Koestler’s observations on power, irony, and implicit meaning are particularly relevant to 
Tacitus. Many of Koestler’s examples, like Cicero’s and Quintilian’s, discuss humor as an 
element in political power relations. Koestler lived through both world wars and was imprisoned 
by Franco’s government during the Spanish Civil War (Scammell 2009, 125-151; Saunders 
2017, 44-48), and although he does not put politics at the center of humor, his examples often 
reveal the unearned grandiosity of authority figures, especially fascists (1949, 28; 80-1). He also 
addresses several phenomena that are relevant to the particulars of Tacitus’ style. Koestler 
 
76 One theory that I will discuss at length below proposes that primarily humorous texts include 
periods of “serious relief” in which humor vanishes, giving place to “morals” and “depth” 
(Attardo 2001, 89). Some primarily humorous texts may indeed reserve sections for non-
humorous narrative, but it seems to me that humorous texts are capable of conveying 
information, including morals and depth, without abandoning humor. For example, 
Aristophanes’ plays are overtly comic and overtly political, including political points cheek by 
jowl with scatological jokes. In an example closer to Tacitus, Roman satire uses humor to make 
many of its most salient points. Modern work on the question of humor as a tool of 
communication has suggested that humor is in fact apt at communicating assumptions and 
judgments to it audience (Zhao 1988; Chlopicki 1997, 345-6). 
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stresses that the logical chain that interrupts the first one must be implicit, because implicitness is 
essential to humor (1949, 31). This appears to be related to his two other criteria for adroit 
humor, originality and surprise. Koestler further relates implicitness to economy, his requirement 
that humor simplifies its narrative in order to exaggerate the point at which the two logical chains 
intersect (1949, 29-30). Koestler’s assertion that one logical chain must be entirely implicit 
seems a little extreme,77 but the idea that humor relies on concision and implication suits Tacitus 
very well, as both are familiar features of his style, and appear in passages that have already been 
noted for their humor.78 
 
77 I doubt that anything expressed verbally can be entirely implicit. Script theory (discussed 
below) points out that humor does not exist independently of language, and that any script (the 
rough equivalent of a logical chain) must be triggered somehow (Raskin provides a detailed 
discussion of how all verbal meanings must be constructed by choosing between scripts: 1985, 
67-76). This model blurs the distinction between explicit and suggested meanings, because all 
meanings are on some level implicit. Nevertheless, if both scripts are entirely explicit throughout 
a joke, it may still be a joke, but it is less likely to be funny. 
 
78 Koestler’s example of humorous economy in action is from an ancient joke, retold by Freud 
(2003, 99-100), in which a figure of authority (in Freud, a vague “His Majesty”) meets a man 
who looks like him and inquires if his mother lived in the palace. The man replies that his mother 
did not, but his father did. A version of this joke appears as early as Valerius Maximus, who tells 
it not of Augustus but of an anonymous governor of Sicily and an anonymous Sicilian (9.14, 
external example 3). Valerius Maximus calls the Sicilian’s retort a joke (iocus) and opines that it 
was a rash act of revenge against someone with such great authority. Macrobius associated the 
joke with Augustus (Saturnalia II.4.19-20) and treated it as an example of Augustus’ willingness 
to put up with jokes at his expense. Although he records essentially the same joke, Freud 
comments on the forbearance of the presumably insulted anonymous man, who in his 
interpretation only defers as far as he does because of his fear of His Majesty. Koestler uses 
Freud’s variant and interprets it as a complex riddle, without comment on the emotional state of 
any character in it (1949, 31-2). Chlopicki made this joke the basis of an article on the role of 
characterization in jokes, where he focuses on the riddling aspect of the joke, but also asserts that 
the anonymous man’s reply gives the audience a better opinion of him (2000). This series of 
analyses on essentially the same joke reveals both the complex levels of assumption that can be 
dredged up by even a short joke and the different interpretations that can be made of the same 
humorous text depending on culture: both ancient commentators approve of the merciful stance 
of the authority figure, while two of the three modern writers comment specifically on the 
anonymous man’s cleverness in couching his criticism in a joke. 
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 Koestler understands irony as primarily a satirist’s tool. According to Koestler, irony 
“enters into the spirit of the other person’s game to demonstrate that its rules are stupid and 
vicious” (1964, 73-4) and requires readers to inhabit the “mental world” of another. This theory 
of irony is in the same vein as O’Gorman’s and Haynes’ theories about irony and distorted 
perception in Tacitus (O’Gorman 2000, Haynes 2003). Koestler’s contribution to their notions of 
irony is that he associates it with humor. The important idea that irony reveals dishonesty and 
assumes another’s perspective is shared with both modern scholarship and ancient rhetorical 
theory.79 Koestler’s ideas about humor allow some leeway and specifically mention possible 
cognitive dimensions to humor that are suggestive for my analysis. 
 Although Koestler’s theory is useful for my project, it also has drawbacks. Koestler 
provides little in the way of a framework for analyzing humor as he describes it. He provides his 
own opinions on many prominent examples of humor, but his methodology rarely makes specific 
reference to the minutiae of his theories, apparently because the theories are more geared toward 
explaining cognition than explaining humor. In addition, he does not attempt to expand his 
theory of humor beyond European material, and roughly contemporary European material at that. 
Although he claims that his theory of humor is based on universal psychological principles, 
Koestler’s examples of humor are not particularly wide-ranging.80 Because Koestler uses humor 
as a tool for examining the human mind, he does not propose any specific ways to examine 
humor. For Koestler, humor is one possible domain in which human creativity can be 
 
79 This is especially related to Latin subabsurda, discussed above and further below. 
 
80 Koestler’s limited selection of jokes was intentional in that many of the examples Koestler 
quotes are from Freud’s or other theorists’ philosophical and theoretical discussions of humor. 
Koestler expresses confidence that using those examples will exempt him from criticism based 
on personal taste in humor (1949, 17), but they also restrict him to a narrow set of material. 
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investigated, but he does not go into detail about what it might indicate besides creativity. All the 
material he analyzes is already known to be humorous and therefore unlikely to be 
misinterpreted, in contrast to the aforementioned Roman discussions of rhetorical humor, in 
which efficient communication and good taste are paramount and vexed questions. Because he is 
confident that humor can be recognized and communicate important ideas, Koestler spends little 
time examining what makes humor distinctive (beyond conflicting ideas, which are hardly 
unique to humor) and gives few examples of humor used to communicate important ideas. In 
addition, he suggests that literature progresses as more is learned about the human psyche, and 
that our superior understanding of ourselves has increased our sympathy with the faults of our 
fellow humans. Because sympathy with people decreases our ability to laugh at them, modern 
humor has come to focus on social evils than personal invective (1949, 102-4).81 I have several 
objections to this part of Koestler’s theory, the most relevant being that copious evidence exists 
of people in the distant past using humor to highlight the flaws of society, and even more 
evidence exists of modern people using humor to insult each other. Koestler’s impoverished 
account of the history of humor demonstrates the need for a more capacious model of humor, 
one that can accommodate cultural change over time without resorting to a model of simple 
progress. 
Linguistic theories of humor have been much more interested in details: how humor is 
produced, what indicates its presence, how to analyze it. I draw heavily on theory from linguistic 
scholarship, mainly from the set of ideas that I refer to as “script theory.” This theory of humor 
(like many) aims to account for all types of humor that exist or could exist. Script theory 
 
81 Koestler also tends to assume that ancient adults had senses of humor similar to those of 
modern children (e.g., 1964, 52-3). 
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encompasses a series of books and papers, most of them by Victor Raskin and/or Salvatore 
Attardo. Script theory was originally postulated by Raskin (1985) in a form he called the 
Semantic Script Theory of Humor. The gist of this theory is that every language contains 
semantic “scripts,” groups of words conceptually associated with each other, and that every 
instance of humor consists of a collision of at least two of these scripts (1985, 99).82 The scripts 
in a humorous text must overlap (that is, at least one part of the joke must be comprehensible 
through at least two scripts) and they must also be opposed (at least incompatible with each 
other, and ideally polar opposites).83 These are the necessary and sufficient requirements for 
identifying a text as humorous according to script theory.84 
Raskin’s original theory has continued to be refined and expanded up to the present day, 
most notably by Salvatore Attardo, who with Raskin developed it into the General Theory of 
Verbal Humor in a 1991 article. Script theory has been further expanded in several books by 
Attardo. These include Linguistic Theories of Humor (1994) and Humorous Texts: A Semantic 
and Pragmatic Analysis (2001), the latter of which specifically attempts to apply script theory to 
 
82 Scripts are not exclusive to humor: every word activates at least one script, most words are 
associated with multiple scripts, and a reader or listener who wants to understand the meaning of 
any text or utterance must parse it by selecting which potential scripts are salient for that 
particular utterance (Raskin 1985, 59-76). 
 
83 Koestler’s theory has so much in common with script theory that Attardo notes their strong 
similarities (1994, 175), and Oring has complained that script theory was never truly able to 
distinguish itself from bisociation, despite considerable efforts (2016, 16). Koestler’s theoretical 
definition of humor is indeed much the same as that in script theory, albeit with different 
terminology, but the linguistic approach to humor is significantly different from Koestler’s in 
that it seeks to explore verbal humor and makes reference to human psychology only in service 
of better understanding language. 
 
84 One of the abiding criticisms of script theory is that it does not address non-verbal humor. 
Later formulations of Raskin’s original theory have added provisions to make it clearer that 
script theory is only meant for verbal humor. Because verbal humor is the only type of humor 
that anyone is likely to find in a verbal text, I am unconcerned about this limitation. 
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texts longer than short jokes. Although Raskin and Attardo both continue to publish on the 
theory, it has also garnered attention beyond linguistics and grown beyond its initial parameters. 
My summary does not attempt to be exhaustive but focuses on the parts of script theory that are 
most relevant to my project. 
 Attardo’s refinements to script theory include detailed models for the analysis of both 
short-format jokes and longer humorous narratives. According to his and Raskin’s formulation of 
the General Theory of Verbal Humor, every example of verbal humor can be described by a 
series of six “knowledge resources:” script opposition, target, language, situation, narrative 
strategy, and logical mechanism (1994, 222-227). Script opposition is the “main hypothesis,” the 
basic requirement for humor in script theory as originally outlined by Raskin.85 The target is the 
butt of the joke. Language includes both the language in which a joke is expressed and any 
peculiarities in the use of that language, like puns or idioms.86 Situation and narrative strategy 
describe the subject matter of the joke and the manner in which it is told. The logical mechanism 
is perhaps the most controversial of the knowledge resources, and was defined by Attardo as “the 
parameter that accounts for the way in which the two senses (scripts, isotopies, …) in the joke 
are brought together,” often connoting “a distorted, playful logic, that does not hold outside the 
 
85 Raskin’s main hypothesis specifies that scripts must overlap and be opposed to create humor, 
but Raskin and Attardo do not include overlap among the six knowledge resources. Although 
they assert that overlap must still be present in all humor, they do not explicitly mention how to 
describe its presence in a joke. I see two possibilities. First, Raskin and Attardo may use the term 
“script opposition” as shorthand for “script opposition and overlap.” This would fit with their 
insistence that the “script opposition” is the most essential knowledge resource. Second, they 
may believe that while script overlap is necessary for humor, describing it would not contribute 
to our understanding of any joke. This would be consistent with their lack (so far) of a precise 
definition of script overlap, which I discuss further below. 
 
86 Broadly, language includes any other way of communicating the same meaning in different 
words (Attardo 1994, 223). 
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world of the joke” (Attardo 1994, 225-226).87 Script opposition is the only one of the six that is 
exclusive to humor, and is the only knowledge resource explicitly required to exist in every 
joke.88 The analytical advantage of the six knowledge resources is that in theory any short joke 
can be thoroughly described in terms of their combination (Attardo 1994, 222-223). 
 The logical mechanism is discussed further below and is a particularly useful tool for my 
project, although it is still highly controversial and is perhaps the most debated of all six 
knowledge resources.89 The original idea of the logical mechanism is that some sort of often-
twisted local reasoning must bring together the scripts in a joke (Attardo 1994, 225-226). 
Attardo’s example of a basic logical mechanism is juxtaposition in the phrase “Gobi Desert 
Canoe Club,” in which humor is produced by putting two incompatible phrases next to each 
other. The idea of a logical mechanism, however, has gotten more complicated since its original 
formulation, both because new work has been done on its exact meaning and because scholars 
have striven for a comprehensive list of logical mechanisms, a task which has produced long lists 
and painfully subtle distinctions. Listing possible logical mechanisms aims to codify the 
differences between different types of humor (Hempelmann and Attardo 2011, 127), but because 
 
87 Raskin and Attardo’s original discussion of the logical mechanism provides no direct 
definition but a series of examples of possible logical mechanisms (1991, 303-307). 
 
88 Not every knowledge resource need exist in every joke. The target may sometimes be absent 
(Attardo 1994, 224, although this too is controversial), and the situation is not always made clear 
in short jokes. Language and narrative strategy are always present because they are present to 
some degree in any narrative, but Attardo and Raskin do not consider them essential to humor 
because they can contribute to the narrative without creating humor. Raskin and Attardo never 
explicitly call the logical mechanism necessary, but (as I discuss below) it corresponds closely 
with a necessary element in Oring’s theory, and in my opinion script opposition and overlap 
imply the existence of a logical mechanism, especially because juxtaposition, which is 
essentially a form of overlap, is one of the most basic logical mechanisms. 
 
89 The possible exception is script opposition, which is also the oldest knowledge resource and 
the central idea of script theory. 
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the full range of possible jokes is not present in Tacitus in any case, I will confine myself to 
looking for logical mechanisms that are important in Tacitus’ works and mentioned by Cicero or 
Quintilian. 
The strength that I see in the logical mechanism is that it posits a relationship between 
humor and reasoning: opposed scripts may create not only a humorous effect, but also comment 
on the way that the world works. Although the example is extremely simple, “Gobi Desert Canoe 
Club” is humorous because it prompts the realistic conclusion that deserts are not a good place to 
canoe by presenting a mild challenge to that conclusion. More complex examples of humor 
present greater challenges to more important assumptions. Most of the humor that I discuss in 
Tacitus is sufficiently complex that specifically considering the logical mechanism helps to 
illuminate the larger themes into which it plays. 
Another major strength of script theory is the concept of “humor competence.” In script 
theory, the linguistic notion of “competence” has been expanded from the sense originally 
developed by Noam Chomsky to describe the relationship between a fluent speaker of a language 
and its grammar (Raskin 1985, 49-51). Humor competence describes the ability of a native 
speaker to understand humor in their language.90 Because knowledge of scripts requires 
linguistic and cultural knowledge, anyone attempting to apply script theory to a particular culture 
must be familiar with nuances and uses of humor in the relevant language.91 Although a humor 
competence is necessary to understand humor in any language, the main hypothesis of script 
 
90 Attardo notes that linguistic scholars do not all agree that the idea of competence can be 
transferred from language in general to humor in particular (1994, 196-7). 
 
91 A humor competence is different from a sense of humor because it accounts for cultural and 
linguistic factors (Raskin 1987, 3). A person may have a humor competence in one language or 
culture, but not another, whereas a sense of humor is usually thought of as an innate quality, or at 
least a personal one. 
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theory remains constant as cultural and linguistic ideas vary. Script theory hypothesizes that all 
humor in every language depends on script opposition and overlap because the content of the 
scripts and the way they overlap are determined by the specifics of the language and culture from 
which they come. For example, Attardo mentions that Chinese puns can be based on the shape of 
characters used in words, an element unavailable in a language with an alphabetic writing system 
(1994, 109). This model for incorporating cultural variation is one of the reasons that proponents 
of script theory have claimed it is a universal theory of humor: the cultural adaptability built into 
the humor competence makes it viable across cultures and time periods. For my purposes, humor 
competence provides enough space to incorporate ancient humor theory into script theory.92 
Because the ancient theorists were fluent speakers of Latin, they had a Latin humor competence, 
and their opinions on the nature of humor, including which words, techniques, and rhetorical 
figures can create it, are valuable evidence for reconstructing an ancient Roman humor 
competence. Script theory’s engagement with linguistic competence makes it a good tool for 
investigating humor that can no longer be investigated directly. 
Although the main hypothesis of script theory is succinct (all humor contains opposed 
and overlapping scripts; all scripts that overlap and are opposed produce humor), the precise 
definitions of the key terms “script,” “overlap,” and “opposition” remain contentious. Linguistic 
scripts are loosely defined as groups of words that are semantically related to each other, but it is 
difficult to tell how the words of a script are related to each other, or when several words are 
 
92 I should also note that although script theory is a recent formulation, the ideas that it expresses 
have old roots. Attardo cites prior sources that reflect similar conceptions on humor going back 
to the ancient world. One 18th century writer even defined “wit” as “that unexpected discovery of 
resemblance between ideas supposed dissimilar” (Beattie 1778, 300; a similar idea is also 
expressed on page 321), an assessment extremely close to that of script theory. 
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sufficiently related to be a script.93 Scripts are adaptable because they are determined by their 
language and cultural context, but confidently defining a certain script within a certain culture 
remains a challenge. 
Script opposition is another contentious concept. Raskin’s original theory proposed that 
nearly all humor uses one of five script oppositions: good/bad, death/life, obscene/non-obscene, 
money/no-money (or much money/little money), and high status/low status (1985, 113-4; 127). 
These in turn fall under a single umbrella opposition, real/unreal (1985, 114). These five 
oppositions are abstracted from the specific scripts involved in most humor: few jokes work on 
the basis of such simplified oppositions. Instead, jokes can be reduced to these basic oppositions 
or to other pairs of polar opposites, depending on cultural preference.94 The essential script 
opposition in a joke, therefore, is rarely self-evident. Although neither Raskin nor Attardo says 
so explicitly, opposition appears to rely on humor competence, because culture determines which 
ideas are considered incompatible with each other. Some oppositions remain valid across 
cultures, while others become incomprehensible to those not knowledgeable in a given culture.95 
 
93 Raskin gives a thorough account of the way scripts function in everyday language without 
setting clear parameters for what is or is not a script precisely because scripts can vary widely 
(1987, 59-98). Even people who speak the same language and participate in the same culture 
may perceive a certain script differently if they have different types of knowledge on the subject 
in question. Finally, scripts are bound to a meaning rather than a word, so it is next to impossible 
to understand scripts outside the context of a sentence (e.g. the English word “ball” may mean 
“spherical object” or “social occasion,” significantly different scripts).  
 
94 For example, Attardo notes that excrement/non-excrement is a common opposition “basic to 
much humor up to very recently” (1994, 204). Attardo cites Douglas (1968) for the importance 
of scatological humor in non-Western societies but does not provide any argument that 
scatological humor is not present in Western humor. 
 
95 For example, jokes about oversexed Catholic clergy are frequently quoted in modern studies of 
humor, but would not have translated well to ancient Rome, where “priest” and “participant in 
sex” rarely constituted mutually exclusive categories. 
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 Of the three key ideas in script theory, script overlap was the most vaguely defined in its 
first appearance. Raskin does not provide an abstract definition, opting instead to describe the 
overlap of the opposed scripts in an example joke: “‘Is the doctor at home?’ the patient asked in 
his bronchial whisper. ‘No,’ the doctor’s young and pretty wife whispered in reply. ‘Come right 
in.’” Raskin says the word “whisper” fits in two scripts: that of the patient, who whispers 
because of his bronchitis, and that of the mistakenly adulterous wife, who whispers to maintain 
secrecy (1985, 100-7). Raskin also claims that this joke is revealed as humorous because no one 
single script fits with all the information given: a reader or listener must understand that multiple 
scripts are involved in the joke, or the text will remain confusing.96 Attardo has summarized 
overlap as occurring “if a text is compatible fully or in part with two scripts” (1994, 205). Like 
script opposition, script overlap appears to be intuitive: a person competent in the humor of a 
particular culture will be able to tell when more than one script is present simultaneously in the 
text. Scripts that overlap without being opposed or are opposed but do not overlap produce not 
humor, but other modes of discourse. Attardo summarizes the possibilities in the following chart 
(1994, 204): 
scripts opposed non-opposed 
overlapping humor metaphor, allegory, 
figurative, mythical, allusive, 
obscure 
non-overlapping conflict (possibly tragic) plain narrative 
 
Script overlap has been a source of contention for script theory. Ideally, every word in a short 
joke would be compatible with one of two scripts, and at least some of them would be 
 
96 That is, the “patient” script does not explain the wife’s behavior, and the “adultery” script does 
not explain the patient’s behavior. Raskin’s argument is that attempting to interpret the text 
through a single script will not yield a satisfying result, while realizing that two scripts are 
present reveals it to be humorous. 
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compatible with both.97 However, as Elliott Oring, a subtle critic of script theory,98 has pointed 
out, not all overlapping scripts, even if they are opposed, will generate humor. He argues that a 
phrase describing a person “going for a walk together” with a dog should be humorous according 
to script theory, and that if it is not, the conditions for humor proposed by Raskin and Attardo are 
neither necessary nor sufficient. Going for a walk, Oring argues, means something different for 
humans than it does for dogs, with a scatological connotation in the case of the dog. “Human” 
and “dog” are different enough categories to count as opposed scripts, yet the phrase “going for a 
walk together” is not humorous (2019, 156). 
 Oring’s example is convincing in many ways: “human” and “animal” certainly belong to 
different scripts, ones which proponents of script theory have identified as opposed.99 The scripts 
overlap in the word “walk.” Oring’s example is a problem for a universal theory of humor, but 
not for specific instances of humor. First, dogs, at least in modern American culture, are often 
regarded as being particularly human-like animals. This perception of dogs minimizes the sense 
of opposition between the scripts: people not only walk with their dogs but run with them, play 
with them, take them to parks, and generally enjoy their dogs’ company. Dogs do need to be 
taken outside to defecate, but walking with a dog may include the human sense of 
companionship as well as the canine sense of waste elimination. Second, “walk a dog” is a 
 
97 In a longer example of humor, a smaller proportion of the text is included in the joke (Attardo 
1994, 265). 
 
98 Oring was one of the referees of the 1991 article that introduced the General Theory of Verbal 
Humor. Most of his work on script theory has responded to it without directly contributing to it. 
 
99 Human-animal contrasts are a mainstay of humor. Attardo et al. comment that Paolillo’s study 
of Far Side cartoons reveals a particularly large proportion of human-animal oppositions (2002, 
6-7). Other theorists, including Koestler (1964, 67-69), have also developed theories on why 
animals can be funny. 
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widely recognized euphemism, so adding another level of obfuscation to that euphemism (“walk 
together”) is not in itself surprising. Instead, a speaker could perhaps be further disguising the 
impolite parts of walking a dog by implying that the dog’s behavior is no more disgusting than 
its human’s. Third, the framing that Oring provides does not include sufficient space to make 
much of a joke. One sentence is extremely short even for a short-format joke, as a single 
sentence is rarely sufficient to suggest a narrative (Attardo and Raskin 1991, 298). A few jokes 
can be told in one sentence, but more often it takes one phrase to set up a joke, and a second to 
point out the incongruous element in the first part. For instance, the well-known Groucho Marx 
joke “One morning I shot an elephant in my pajamas. How he got in my pajamas I don’t know” 
starts with a relatively straightforward statement, then complicates its meaning.100 The first 
sentence contains a dangling modifier—“in my pajamas”—such that an unwitting interpreter of 
the sentence would assume that it was the speaker who was wearing the pajamas. The second 
sentence triggers a humorous reconsideration of the first. A competent person provided with only 
the first sentence of this joke would presumably seek an interpretation that fitted normal reality. 
Only after the second sentence is a reader prompted to abandon the primary, reasonable 
interpretation and to consider a humorous one. Oring’s example of the dog and human taking a 
walk could be repurposed on this model, not into a good joke, but into a recognizable attempt at 
humor: “A man went for a walk together with his dog. He was arrested for public urination.”101 
Oring’s objection that not all opposed, overlapping scripts produce humor remains a problem for 
script theory in its capacity as a universal theory of humor, but it is less of a problem for 
analyzing humor in a particular text. It seems to me that the context of a joke often points out its 
 
100 This version of the joke is from Animal Crackers (1930). 
 
101 I do not for a minute consider this a good joke. It is awful. Nevertheless, it is an awful joke. 
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incongruity, and that humor calls attention to overlapping meanings that might otherwise go 
unnoticed.102 
 Oring’s other major objection to the requirement of script overlap is that many examples 
of humor involve opposed scripts that do not overlap. This criticism, however, is less of a 
problem for script theory. For Oring, scripts that occur in the same passage do not overlap unless 
at least one word has connotations that are compatible with both scripts (2019, 155). Oring’s 
objection points out a problem in the original formulation of script theory, but in my opinion, this 
indicates that the standards for overlap should be loosened, rather than strictly redefined. In the 
Groucho joke mentioned above, for example, the opposed scripts are the speaker’s ready-for-
anything bravado (indicated by his apparent boast that he shot an elephant while wearing his 
pajamas, presumably without preparing to encounter elephants) and the bizarre world that he 
inhabits (indicated by the elephant in his pajamas). These two scripts represent two different 
ways of understanding the world of the text: as basically realistic and serious or as nonsensical 
and unbound by normal rules. There is no significant common idea between the two, but their 
collision in this joke is unmistakable.103 In fact, if there were some common denominator 
 
102 Not all types of humor do this, and Tacitus’ humor rarely announces itself as clearly as 
Groucho’s. Nevertheless, because Tacitus’ works are significantly longer and more heavily laden 
with themes than are most jokes, I see an advantage in finding humorous parts in Tacitus simply 
because there is more content to work with. Script theory also provides some guidance on how to 
tell that more than one script is present with Raskin’s “semantic recursion trigger” (1985, 71-4) 
or with Chlopicki’s “dissipated trigger” (summarized in Attardo 1994, 210-11), although those 
concepts attempt to refine the definitions of opposition and overlap. In both theories, a trigger, 
either a single word or a larger pattern, alerts readers or listeners that another script must be 
present, pointing out the overlap between scripts in humorous texts. 
 
103 A human/animal opposition is also present (the elephant wears the man’s pajamas) and could 
be interpreted as the main opposition in the joke. In that alternate analysis, there is still no bridge 
between the scripts because “wearing pajamas” is typical of the human script alone. “Hunting 
with guns” (human) and “being shot by hunters” (animal) could connect the two scripts, but 
those two elements are entirely compatible with each other, and do not contribute to the humor 
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between these two scripts, the joke would not necessarily be any funnier for it, because it would 
diminish the pure incongruity between the mighty elephant hunter and the wisecracking comic 
protagonist. The overlap between the two scripts is established because both are applied to the 
same character in the same situation, not because there is some cryptic similarity between them. 
Oring is correct that script theory is unclear on this point, and script theory as a universal concept 
would benefit from a refinement, but for my purposes it is sufficient to accept a less stringent 
definition of script overlap. For my project, I am satisfied that scripts overlap when they are 
applied to the same character at the same moment, or to the same event, place, idea, thing, etc. 
More specific types of overlap are also acceptable, but I do not find the strict definition of 
semantic overlap useful, as it seems to me that it almost mandates that at least one word have a 
double meaning, not simply multiple connotations or an incongruous significance. 
In addition to his criticisms of script overlap, Oring has suggested that script opposition 
also needs to be clarified. He objects that Raskin’s original formulation makes any script into its 
own opposition if the word “not” is added and that Raskin’s attempt to justify them as “local 
oppositions” is insufficient for a universal theory of humor (2019, 153). Oring suggests that not 
all contradictory scripts necessarily create humor, and that the real criterion of material for jokes 
is his own theory, “appropriate incongruity” (2019, 153-4). I accept Oring’s point that earlier 
definitions of script theory do not clearly define all its essential terms and agree that defining 
 
of the joke beyond setting it up. The pajamas are the crux of the joke because, as the joke itself 
points out, they ought to be the exclusive domain of humans. These interpretations also reveal 
some of the shortcomings of script theory because a basic analysis of opposed scripts does not 
prompt a reader to consider several key aspects of the joke: the ridiculous image of an elephant 
in pajamas, the elegant verbal sleight of hand that makes this joke possible, or the pleasure in 
seeing an apparently authoritative figure like Groucho’s character become ridiculous. The first 
two qualities would be recognized by script theory as extraneous “enhancing factors” (Attardo et 
al. 2002, 29), non-essential to humor. I endeavor to pay attention to such “enhancing factors” in 
my analysis of Tacitus, although script theory does not provide a formal basis to do so. 
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script opposition as “thing/not-thing” is unreliable for determining what material is and is not 
humorous. Nevertheless, the idea of opposed scripts remains useful to me for the following 
reasons. First, conflict between underlying concepts does indeed seem to be a major component 
in most humor. Oring does not in fact reject that concept but rather refines it in his theory of 
appropriate incongruity, which he uses as a replacement for script opposition (2011b, 214-5).104 
Koestler’s bisociation theory identifies a similar concept as the basis of humor, and other 
incongruity theories provide more variations on the same theme. Therefore, the basic idea that 
something like script opposition is at the heart of humor is solid, even though the specifics can 
vary.105 Second, script opposition does sometimes explain humor, including at points in Tacitus. 
Oring objects that script opposition does not function globally, but my concern is to construct a 
model that works for a specific corpus. For example, I argue that Tacitus introduces humor into 
his characterization of Otho by maintaining a tension between Otho’s nominal power and 
practical inability. Although “powerful/powerless” is not one of Raskin’s original opposed pairs, 
I believe it is fair to say that they are true opposites, not local ones derived from context nor 
artificial ones that might be incongruous without being opposed.106 By the same token, I 
acknowledge that opposed scripts may at times be serious rather than humorous, but add that 
 
104 Raskin has commented that he does not oppose the idea of Oring’s appropriate incongruity 
theory, but that it adds nothing new to script theory (2011, 224). 
 
105 I retain the term “opposed” to keep my terminology consistent with that of script theory, and 
because “appropriately incongruous” is a bit of a mouthful. 
 
106 Powerful/powerless is a recurring opposition in Tacitean humor. In my analysis of specific 
episodes, I often do not identify it as the defining script opposition because it is present in so 
much of Tacitus. Instead, the theme of power often turns out to be something like a logical 
mechanism in that powerful characters or coercive circumstances are shown to be able to force 
together scripts that would normally be opposed to each other. Power is of course not humorous 
in itself, but its operation often plays a part in creating absurdity, which is an important element 
in much Tacitean humor. 
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there are other factors (notably script overlap and clues from context) that help indicate which 
oppositions are humorous. For my purposes, opposition need not be redefined. 
 Using the above as the basic outline of script theory, I will continue by summarizing 
some of its specific nuances that will be useful for looking at humor in Tacitus. Scripts are 
difficult to identify even with the support of scholarship on generic conventions in ancient 
historiography, but the fact that my analysis is restricted to a limited set of material provides an 
advantage. It is less difficult to come to grips with scripts commonly used by one author than to 
identify scripts that are constant throughout the Latin (or any other) language. Individual scripts 
contain several different levels of information, ranging from basic knowledge to “encyclopedic” 
or expert knowledge to culturally specific knowledge (Raskin 1985, 62-66; Attardo 1994, 200-
1). Attardo’s example is that “H2O” will be part of a script for “water” only for people who know 
the chemical formula of water. In addition, readers must choose from multiple elements of a 
script to find the ones that fit the context (Raskin 1985, 85-92). In any contained body of work, 
these concerns become more manageable. Tacitus’ historical works were written for an educated 
audience, so the scripts available in them will presumably include knowledge beyond basic 
lexical information. Tacitus would also have set up scripts on purpose: repeated use of an 
unusual word draws attention to other uses of that word in the corpus, thereby providing multiple 
points of reference from which readers can construct a specialized script. Although Raskin does 
not mention that a specific body of work might create its own specific scripts, I see this as a 
natural, if linguistically insignificant, expansion upon the theory: authors cannot be isolated from 
the languages they use, but they often do create their own distinctive sets of expectations. A 
universalizing linguistic theory need not mention this, but for my project it is a basic concern. 
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 Indeed, scripts are a fitting concept to apply to Roman historiography. It is long accepted 
that ancient historical writing contains certain patterns of tropes, character traits, and events that 
are likely to occur in groups. These known motifs essentially function as scripts in Roman 
historiography.107 In this respect, scripts can be more easily established within the confines of 
this specialized genre than would have been possible in everyday Latin, because the genre brings 
with it a set of expectations that guide readers toward specific semantic associations. The scripts 
used by historians may have had little in common with the scripts used by average Latin 
speakers, but they are useful within the genre. For example, the ancient historiographic script for 
a young male aristocrat would have included rashness, the script for “tyrant” would have 
included sexual violence, and the script for “civil war” would have included confusion of 
language, in a tradition stretching back as far as Thucydides. All scripts would have been more 
complex and often more specific than I describe here108 and their presence would have been 
indicated by words in Latin rather than English. Nevertheless, the repeated formulae of ancient 
historical writing provide a background in which to consider the contents of scripts, as the motifs 
known to occur in ancient historical writing provide a useful link between literary and linguistic 
analysis. 
In Raskin’s original formulation, script theory was not designed to find humor in long, 
predominantly serious texts. Because a longer, more complex text offers so many more 
 
107 Scripts in general are more organic because they show up in everyday speech instead of being 
established through a text, but scripts can become specialized in context, including in literature. 
In fact, determining the particular meanings of words as they are used in certain genres or by 
certain authors is an abiding concern in philology. 
 
108 A more complex script for “civil war,” for example, could also have included information 
about previous civil wars, intrafamilial violence, danger to the Roman state, and ominous 
portents. These constituent elements could in turn trigger their own scripts, to the point that quite 
disparate material could become emblematic of civil war. 
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possibilities for interpretation, it will be easier to identify different scripts in Tacitus than it is in 
short jokes. As Oring has argued, script overlap and opposition have never been defined with a 
high degree of precision, despite the efforts of several theorists. Nevertheless, I find that they 
represent a useful framework, and applying script theory to a larger body of material helps 
identify examples of script overlap and opposition, because in a text like Tacitus’ Histories or 
Annals, not to mention the larger tradition of ancient writing about history, there is more space in 
which the text teaches its readers about its scripts and how they interact with each other. 
 A more serious problem for my project is that script theory has nearly always focused on 
short-format jokes. Although I have an advantage identifying scripts in longer, less obviously 
humorous texts, format remains a problem. Script theory does not generally account for the 
context of jokes beyond their broad linguistic and cultural circumstances. Analysis of short jokes 
is more easily formalized than is analysis of longer-format narrative. Short-format jokes can be 
analyzed in nearly complete detail, while longer humorous narrative is more difficult to deal 
with. Attardo and Chlopicki have both worked on applying script theory to humorous material in 
longer formats. Attardo theorizes that longer humorous texts contain “strands” of repeated 
humorous motifs while most of the material is serious (2001, 83-6). Strands are related to each 
other by sharing a target or theme. When continued over more than one related work, strands 
become “stacks,” meaning that the same type of humor carries over from one text to another, 
with other texts in the same group constituting a form of context for the strands of other related 
texts (2001, 86-7). Attardo also theorizes the existence of “bridges,” examples of the same strand 
that appear far from each other, even in different texts (2001, 88). According to Attardo, a 
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“bridge” need not be set up as much as other strands.109 Although it is not Attardo’s purpose, I 
understand these ideas as confirmation that humor can make reference to expectations inherent in 
a genre as well as within a particular work. In addition, Chlopicki’s “shadow opposition,” a 
single pair of opposed scripts that continues throughout a text, is another concept that I 
employ.110 
 Attardo’s idea about humorous strands is particularly useful for my purposes. In his 
examples drawn from more overtly humorous texts, a strand refers to a pattern that occurs 
repeatedly in a work, much like a single joke often recurs within an episode of a television 
comedy. Attardo’s strands may also create a joke from repetition of something that in itself is not 
necessarily humorous or humorous only in a limited way.111 Attardo’s humorous strands have in 
common with scripts the sense of a continued motif, allowing one part of a text to highlight 
another, even when a considerable space has intervened. Therefore strands, like scripts, can be 
used in concert with established knowledge about ancient Roman historical writing: some 
 
109 All these ideas are relevant to my analysis, but I find Attardo’s terminology overly specific 
and therefore unhelpful. (For example: the difference between a “strand” and a “hapax-bridge” is 
merely the difference between a motif that occurs three times and one that occurs twice.) I refer 
to any and all of these concepts as “strands.” 
 
110 Because I have not been able to obtain a copy of Chlopicki’s unpublished 1987 thesis in 
which he advanced his ideas about humor in short stories, I have relied on Attardo’s summary 
(2001, 85), which mentions that the “shadow opposition” need not be humorous but does not 
elaborate on other parts of the theory. In any case, Chlopicki’s “shadow opposition” has much in 
common with Koestler’s assertion that longer texts can alternate between two logical chains. 
What I have been able to find of Chlopicki’s work focuses on how information can become 
attached to characters and seeks to establish a linguistic basis for assumptions that philology 
tends to take for granted (1997; 2000). 
 
111 Attardo recommends that a motif should occur at least three times in a text before it counts as 
a strand (2001, 83-4) but dispenses with that requirement in the case of “hapax-bridges” (88). 
Although Attardo does not say so, I assume that a recurring motif may appear in humorous and 
non-humorous contexts, because many of the themes that can contribute to humor are not 
exclusive to it. 
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situations or ideas repeat, and when they do, they call attention to past instances of the same or 
similar motifs. In addition, strands allow for material to become humorous gradually, because the 
initial appearances of some strands may set up for later humor rather than being humorous in 
themselves. Because motifs that build on each other are already known in Tacitus, I finding 
humorous strands to be a profitable technique in my analysis of Tacitus. 
The logical mechanism presents another set of controversies. Oring objects to the term 
“logical,” claiming that the distortions of reasoning created by some jokes cannot be called 
logical because they are too unreasonable and that, because fractured reasoning may also be 
found outside jokes, it is not a unique function of jokes (2019, 162). To the first argument, I say 
that perhaps the terminology is infelicitous, but the idea is sound.112 Many jokes do employ a 
type of reasoning or some rhetorical device that calls attention to a central opposition, whatever 
term one chooses for that device. To the second argument, I say that nothing in script theory 
need be essential to humor alone, as the central qualifiers for humor in script theory are factors 
that may be found outside humor and are only humorous in certain circumstances. Christie 
Davies has raised objections on the basis of the logical mechanism being excessively speculative 
(2011, 160).113 I accept that not every example of humor will have an easily identifiable logical 
mechanism, but that is not an obstacle, as I consider the logical mechanism especially useful in 
 
112 In their original formulation of the General Verbal Theory of Humor, Raskin and Attardo 
admitted that perhaps the logical mechanism is actually a “cognitive mechanism” (1991, 336). 
 
113 Although Hempelmann and Attardo identify Davies’ as the most cogent objection to the 
logical mechanism (2011, 126-7), to me Davies seems to misunderstand the point of script 
theory, as evidenced by his focus on its ability to translate jokes from one social setting to 
another (2004, 376). In addition, his objection to script theory reveals an antipathy toward theory 
in general (2004, 379-80). Davies’ 2011 follow-up to Hempelmann and Attardo’s article in 
defense of the logical mechanism further confirms that Davies expects script theory to provide a 
thoroughly empirical account of humor without any room to accommodate divergences. 
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Tacitus (as I discussed above). Raskin’s own critique of the logical mechanism argued that it 
may not be a knowledge resource, but rather an overarching part of the joke, essential to script 
opposition.114 This could also be a major objection for script theory in its current form,115 but it 
does not matter much to my analysis if the logical mechanism is one of six knowledge resources 
or an inherent overall component of humor: either way it is present and important. 
 “Appropriate incongruity,” Oring’s proposed alternative to the logical mechanism, 
attempts to rework the logical mechanism, rather than script opposition, as the essential element 
of humor: Oring argues that humor works best when it brings together scripts that are 
incongruous, but draws attention to an unexpected similarity (1992, 2). In addition, Oring 
understands the logical mechanism not to be a mechanism, because its operation is often more 
complex and variable than scholarship has given it credit for (2011b, 209-210). According to 
Oring, script theory should have embraced its essence as an incongruity theory of humor and 
admitted that script opposition merely identifies the underlying concerns of a joke, while 
appropriate incongruity produces humor (2011b, 214-5). Although Oring does not identify which 
element in script theory actually produces humor, it seems that the logical mechanism is the best 
candidate, as it roughly corresponds to Oring’s appropriate incongruity, the term he introduces to 
replace it. Despite Oring’s objections to the logical mechanism, I continue to rely on the idea for 
several reasons. First, script opposition is more useful than Oring believes it to be. “Opposition” 
is often a more concrete idea than appropriateness or incongruity. Many things are incongruous 
 
114 I have been unable to find a copy of Raskin’s 1995 conference paper that Hempelmann and 
Attardo characterize as a “sneak attack” against the logical mechanism (2011, 126). I rely on a 
summary and discussion provided by Attardo (1997, 408-9). Hempelmann has elsewhere written 
that the logical mechanism can be considered “as a function of [script opposition]” (2004, 382-3) 
or as the bridge that accounts for script overlap (2004, 385). 
 
115 Davies (2011) advances this objection in detail. 
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with each other, but that does not necessarily make them humorous. “Appropriate” is less 
specific than “opposed.” I concede that perhaps opposed and overlapping ideas will not always 
contain humor, but specifying that incongruous ideas must be opposed to each other is useful in 
narrowing down the most likely examples of humor.116 It may be that incongruities must be 
appropriate as well as opposed, but script theory already has overlap to account for that. 
 Oring’s objection that script opposition is the material of the joke while appropriate 
incongruity (or the logical mechanism) makes it humorous remains an important consideration. 
The point seems reasonable: opposed ideas in the same thought are not in themselves humorous. 
Attardo admits as much by classifying opposed but non-overlapping scripts as conflict and often 
tragedy rather than as humor (1994, 204). Some of Raskin’s original examples of script 
opposition are serious: good/bad, life/death (1985, 113-4). The opposition between scripts is 
important, but it may not be the only thing needed to produce humor. If it were, the messenger’s 
declaration toward the end of Libation Bearers, “I say the dead are killing the living” (τὸν ζῶντα 
καίνειν τοὺς τεθνηκότας λέγω, 886) would be hilarious.117 Instead, humorous script opposition 
tends to be supported by some indication that a joke is coming up (in the form of a joke trigger or 
ambiguity) and a logical mechanism that makes that ambiguity humorous. In addition, the 
 
116 For example, it might be incongruous for any of several Roman imperial women to exert 
authority over male members of their families, but Tacitus presents this as a horror rather than a 
joke. These types of incongruity might not quite meet Oring’s standard for appropriate 
incongruity, but it is loosely enough defined that it is difficult to tell. It might be appropriate for 
members of the imperial family to exert authority more than others, but it is unclear if that would 
make this incongruity appropriate as a joke. 
 
117 This passage has not only the life/death opposition, but also ambiguity (it could mean “the 
living are killing the dead”), and it is pithy. It satisfies many qualifications for humor. The 
difference between this and humor is that it taps into the horror of the situation without revealing 
any insurmountable paradoxes, as dramatic irony works against humor here: the audience knows 
that Orestes is not actually dead and that the messenger’s mistake is easily explicable. 
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relevant opposition is usually foregrounded in a way that encourages humor (Attardo et al. 2002, 
24-5). The script opposition and logical mechanism may be offshoots of one another, support one 
another, be misnomers for each other, or appear completely independent. I am content to guess 
that humor has both animating themes (scripts) that often contrast each other and specific 
indicators (joke triggers and logical mechanisms) that make it clear that these themes are meant 
to be humorous. Exactly how closely the two are related, whether one can exist independently of 
the other, which one is most important for recognizing humor, and how many different types of 
each exist are all important questions, but questions for a different type of project.  
 Despite its controversies, script theory contains invaluable resources for this project. The 
concept of scripts, general though it can be, is ideal for working on humor in Tacitus. Scripts are 
congruent with philological analysis in that they focus on the expression of ideas through the 
medium of words (as opposed to becoming too focused on either meanings or words in 
isolation). As I have already noted, scripts are also suited to analysis of Tacitus because Tacitus, 
and Roman historians in general, are known to have used so many motifs in their writing. 
Historical scripts may be opposed without humor, but I argue that considering loci in which 
incompatible motifs appear simultaneously can enhance our understanding of Tacitus’ 
historiographical technique. 
Script theory provides another useful tool in its concept of humor competence. Because 
many common themes of Roman history have already been identified, the ready availability of 
these patterns make it easier to identify humor without reference to an abstract definition of what 
humor might have been in the ancient world. Using script theory’s main hypothesis (the 
requirement for script overlap and opposition) and its logical mechanism as a foundation, I take 
into account specific information about the works that I examine rather than attempting to import 
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a fully fleshed-out theory of humor from elsewhere. As much as script theory’s humor 
competence allows me to disregard irrelevant paradigms for humor, it also allows me to 
incorporate opinions from ancient sources, most notably Cicero and Quintilian, whose 
observations on humor are full of specific examples and techniques of humor. The above are all 
ways in which script theory’s vaguely defined ideas become much more useful when applied to a 
specific text, and how script theory can help organize the available ancient evidence. I recognize 
that even in the modern day it is difficult to determine which words evoke which scripts, and of 
course it is impossible to interview the manes of the Romans on the set of concepts evoked by 
any specific word. I recognize that the Roman humor competence cannot be fully reconstructed: 
no modern person has a sufficient understanding of ancient culture to claim full competence. By 
drawing on ancient sources and restricting my analysis to Tacitus, however, I believe I can 
construct a good guess. 
Many theories of humor take known jokes as their examples and then attempt to 
extrapolate the nature of humor on that basis. Because humor theory is rarely interested in 
confirming examples of humor where they are not already agreed upon, there is little I can draw 
on directly to argue that humor exists in Tacitus. Script theory is useful in that it purports to 
outline the necessary and sufficient conditions for all humor, and although I am not entirely 
convinced by that claim, it should be possible to use script theory to identify previously 
unnoticed examples of humor. Unlike the script theorists, I do not aim to produce a universal 
theory of humor, but I intend to use their work to support my analysis and to help me more 
carefully assess Tacitus’ use of humor. I accept the hypotheses of script theory as a useful 
schema, not as a necessary reality. It would be impossible to construct a theory of humor in 
Tacitus that could satisfy every scholar’s taste in every possible instance, but I find it useful to 
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have some formal guidelines for identifying humor. Script theory has unresolved weaknesses and 
needs modifications to fit with Tacitus, but the theory supports my analysis by suggesting useful 
questions and models to analyze humor. 
Theoretical Framework 
 As I noted above, the main theory of humor from which I have drawn is the script theory 
of humor. I have also made use of the theory outlined in the early chapters of Koestler’s Insight 
and Outlook (1949) and The Act of Creation (1964). I rely on the works of ancient theorists, 
primarily Cicero and Quintilian, to make sure that none of the ideas I am using are exclusively 
modern. I agree with the modern theorists that humor is produced by the intersection of two 
different scripts, and enhanced by brevity or suddenness. Although ancient Roman scripts are not 
entirely recoverable,118 Cicero and Quintilian provide a wealth of culturally specific information 
that helps us reconstruct the outline of an ancient Roman humor competence. In addition, Roman 
historiography encodes a complex set of expectations that are more or less equivalent to genre-
specific scripts. In order to produce humor, scripts must apply to the same passage (script 
theory’s overlap) and substantially differ from each other (opposition). The precise definitions of 
script opposition and overlap will not be a major concern for me.119 
 
118 I have chosen to use “script” instead of Koestler’s “logical chain” because “script” is clear 
and concise, and because I am studying the expression of ancient ideas in language rather than 
ancient cognition. The main difference between Koestler’s logical chains and scripts is that 
logical chains focus on the inner workings of the mind (i.e., how ideas are constructed) while 
scripts focus on the expression of ideas in language. The terminology used in script theory also 
tends to be more self-explanatory than Koestler’s. 
 
119 Script opposition in Tacitus is less difficult to identify because Tacitus’ material is limited by 
reality, while modern short-format jokes rarely are. In a modern joke, a talking bear in a bar can 
be understood as a “background incongruity,” something incongruous but not related to the script 
opposition (Attardo et al. 2002, 27-8; Hempelmann and Attardo 2011, 131-2), while 
incompatibility with textual reality is more obvious in realistic genres. 
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 Cicero and Quintilian’s advice on humor focuses on humor’s utility as a form of 
persuasion. Although they acknowledge that humor is not always persuasive, their focus on 
humor’s persuasive capacity provides specific instructions on which types of humor are 
appropriate and persuasive and which are not.120 The persuasive potential of humor is a central 
property of humor in ancient Roman thought, and I am careful to keep it in mind. Elite humor 
also involved maintaining dignitas by observing restraint, often by declining to apply humor to 
inappropriate situations. The orators’ concerns about dignitas indicate that humor in Roman 
high-style literature tends to be decorous and restricted to appropriate situations. 
 Tacitean humor shares the basic characteristics of Roman elite, literary humor described 
above and displays its own distinct characteristics as well. In the main, Tacitus’ humor is 
understated rather than uproarious. We have no evidence that anyone in the ancient world 
laughed at anything Tacitus wrote, and there is precious little evidence that people in the present 
day laugh either. Laughter is of course not the only sign of humor, but I use it here as an 
indication that the primary function of humor in Tacitus is not to provoke mirth. Instead, 
Tacitean humor conveys important ideas in a persuasive manner. Here, I draw on Koestler’s idea 
that humor compresses an underlying thought process and forces the reader to imitate the thought 
process of the writer, who may in turn be imitating the thought process of a character. As scripts 
resemble historical motifs, so do Koestler’s theories of humor bear a resemblance to prior 
scholarship on Tacitus’ “methods of insidious suggestion,” as Develin called them (1983). It has 
long been recognized that Tacitus implied and insinuated as much as he made clear on the page. 
Much excellent scholarship has already dealt with ways in which Tacitus weaves complex 
 
120 Both admit that a facility for humor is not as easy to instill as other aspects of rhetoric are, but 
maintain that their advice helps (De Orat. 2.216, Inst. 6.3.14). 
 
 68 
implications into his works.121 Humor is a largely unrecognized contributor to Tacitus’ repertoire 
of methods for implication, but, I argue, an important one, because it is naturally multivalent, 
able to convey more than one way of thinking about the same subject. Opposed scripts very often 
include one mundane and one warped way of perceiving the same situation.122 Tacitus frequently 
suggests that perception and reality are at odds with each other, sometimes without stating 
clearly which is perception and which reality. Humor therefore appears in Tacitus as a tool for 
conveying such discrepancies without resolving them and for demonstrating the double 
perception required by the principate.  
Much of my framework and terminology is drawn from script theory because it has the 
most useful model for humor with the clearest terms. In almost every case, however, I use those 
terms loosely. Unlike the theorists, I am not attempting to create a universally applicable theory 
of humor, and therefore I use its key concepts in context rather than attempting to generalize 
them. Many techniques of script theory are not useful in dealing with Tacitus. Linguistic 
scholarship has different ends than philological scholarship does, and some of those ends are not 
realistic for investigating a historical culture. There will always be gaps in our knowledge of the 
ancient world that would be unacceptable (because reparable) in data on the modern world. I 
generally assume that if a specific meaning of a Latin word is known to have existed at or before 
the mid 2nd century CE, then that meaning would have been available to Tacitus’ readers. 
 
121 Walker (1952) is a classic example, while Haynes (2003) is a relevant recent example. 
 
122 In the Groucho Marx example discussed above, “man, wearing his pajamas, shoots elephant” 
is the mundane interpretation, while “man shoots elephant dressed in pajamas” is a warped 
interpretation supported by the second sentence of the joke. That such a schema is common in 
humor is supported by script theory’s assertion that script opposition is often a variant on real vs. 
unreal (Raskin 1985, 111). 
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Similarly, although I appreciate the thoroughness of Attardo’s analysis of humor in short 
stories, I will not attempt to isolate all examples of humor in Tacitus, as that would consume 
time without producing significant conclusions.123 Instead, I select a few themes and episodes 
that reward close analysis. Nor will I conduct a full analysis of all six knowledge resources in 
each humorous passage, but only the ones that seem significant. Script opposition is the heart of 
script theory, and I will identify it as often as possible. Although the logical mechanism is 
another subject of debate (discussed above), I also take advantage of this concept in my analysis 
of Tacitus. The target (the butt of the joke) is an important idea in humor, which I generally take 
into consideration, although it is not always central to my analysis. The remaining knowledge 
resources (language, narrative strategy, and situation) are already well-known components of 
narrative in general, and have received appropriate attention in previous scholarship. Script 
theory provides no special method for treating any of these three elements as part of humor, and 
often minimizes them because few short-format jokes benefit from examination as literature.124 
 
123 Attardo’s 2001 chapter on Oscar Wilde’s short story “Lord Arthur Saville’s Crime” is the 
longest continuous application of script theory that I have been able to find. In his thorough 
analysis, Attardo identifies every passage that he considers a possible example of humor (275 in 
all), and identifies the six knowledge resources in every one, although he often identifies certain 
knowledge resources as irrelevant. Attardo’s analysis provides a plethora of possible 
explanations about what is funny in each joke, but leaves no space to discuss the implications for 
the text as a whole. That approach is also more suited to a predominantly humorous story, 
because the examples of humor are more frequent. 
 
124 Even in longer and more obviously literary works, script theory has not advanced any special 
method for understanding language, narrative strategy, or situation. Attardo’s practice in his 
2001 analysis of Oscar Wilde’s short story “Lord Arthur Saville’s Crime” is to mark the 
language resource “irrelevant” or “not applicable” unless the humor depends on repetition, 
idiom, or changes in the register of language. The narrative strategy resource is similar in that it 
addresses an element of humor that I recognize as important—the manner in which a joke is 
communicated matters—but aims to reduce the level of complexity required to answer this 
question. Attardo often marks this knowledge resource as “irrelevant,” as well. Finally, the 
“situation” knowledge resource seems too unfocused for Tacitus, as it deals with the setting, 
participants, and activities involved in the joke (Attardo 1994, 225). 
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Previous scholarship on Tacitus has provided plentiful insight on the importance of narration and 
language, so although I certainly address them, I take my cue from scholarship on Tacitus rather 
than script theory.125 
 I find script theory’s logical mechanism to be especially useful in Tacitus because the 
possible reasons and logical underpinnings of Tacitean humor are part of what I aim to 
investigate. Plass has argued that Tacitus and other Roman historians used wit to illustrate 
“political irrationality” or the essential wrongness of the social order imposed by the principate 
(1988, 120-132). O’Gorman has argued that irony is part of the contrast between appearance and 
truth that dogs the emperors (2000, 3-10).126 Plass’ and O’Gorman’s conclusions can be 
understood as logical mechanisms in the vein of false reasoning from sound premises or good 
reasoning from false premises, two mechanisms identified by Paolillo.127 Because part of this 
project is to track the themes and patterns that Tacitus creates, the logical mechanism is an 
important tool for examining ways in which Tacitus connects humorous strands over larger areas 
 
125 A formal linguistic analysis of these three knowledge resources might yield little more than 
the acknowledgement that all the humor in Tacitus is conveyed as part of a historical prose 
narrative, in Latin, sometimes in the voices of characters and sometimes in the narration. Going 
out of my way to address these factors in linguistic terms would be repetitive at best. 
 
126 It is pretty well accepted that Tacitus meant to suggest that emperors lied and required others 
to lie, sometimes distorting the truth beyond recovery. 
 
127 Paolillo’s 1998 study of logical mechanisms in Far Side cartoons provides one of the few 
attempts to list known logical mechanisms (270-1). Most relevant to my point above are 
mechanisms he calls “consequence,” “implied consequence,” and “obvious error.” Attardo et al. 
include a discussion of possible logical mechanisms (2002, 4-18). Logical mechanisms range 
from easy-to-identify rhetorical devices to complex logical flaws that are not readily apparent 
even to the scholars who identify them. In either case, other factors may increase the humor in a 
joke, and the other knowledge resources may vary accordingly. I identify both interesting 
rhetorical devices and bizarre leaps of reasoning wherever they seem relevant and will not be 
particularly interested in determining which one is the formal logical mechanism. 
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of text. As a similar script opposition often helps link strands, the repeated use of any type of 
warped reasoning is relevant to Tacitus’ use of humor. 
 I will continue to use the terms “opposed scripts” and “logical mechanism” in roughly the 
same way Attardo and Raskin use them for the sake of consistency, but I also treat both concepts 
as malleable and inclined to meld into each other at times.128 I also prefer the logical mechanism 
to appropriate incongruity because, with respect to Oring, plenty of logical mechanisms are, in 
fact, mechanisms. Puns, juxtaposition, and chiasmus, to name a few, are often essential for 
highlighting humor in material that would otherwise have seemed serious. Some of the logical 
mechanisms (bad reasoning, reasoning from false pretenses) are more cognitive, but in Roman 
terms I believe they would all be classed as mechanisms used for persuasion. The idea that 
certain rhetorical devices can help create humor is consistent with rhetoric-obsessed Roman 
literary culture, in which persuasive power depended on the way in which an idea was 
expressed.129 Because I examine humor in order to shed light on how Tacitus creates meaning, I 
keep in mind that factors that indicate humor do so in service of larger ideas in the text and that 
the logical mechanism can represent the purposefulness present in humor.  
 Attardo’s concept of humorous strands is another important element in my theory. 
Attardo’s earlier model for analyzing longer humorous texts treats every story as a long joke in 
which the conflict between scripts plays out more gradually than it would in a short-format joke. 
 
128 “Opposition” is difficult to find in the general way in which Attardo and Raskin attempt to 
define it, but easier in the circumscribed context that I am working with. For example, Verena 
Schulz understands binary oppositions as a major structuring device used by Tacitus that can 
create extra dissonance when they cease to function (2019, 150). Opposed ideas, therefore, are 
significantly easier to recognize in Tacitus than in an average joke. 
 
129 Appropriateness is a major concern for Cicero and Quintilian, but concern with saving face in 
public represents a different type of appropriateness than Oring’s appropriate incongruity does. 
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He does not suggest that this way of looking at humor in short stories will work for all or even 
most short stories.130 Attardo’s work on expanding script theory to accommodate longer 
humorous works includes a theory that a longer work may support a “strand” of individual jokes 
connected by the same or similar scripts. A “strand” can be vaguely connected or infrequent, or 
may continue throughout an entire work. As I discussed above, a strand is similar to a literary 
motif, and motifs are endemic in Roman historiography. A strand based on the same set of ideas 
will often escalate and diminish in humor over the course of a work, but all appearances of the 
strand have the potential to evoke humor from previous contexts. Motifs may carry the tone of 
one passage into another, but as that is not an essential part of their function—and as that 
function is not always related to humor—the strand is a helpful way of thinking about humor in 
Tacitus. Strands also make the connecting power of humor more evident. Repetitions of an 
unusual word or a similar set of circumstances are often recognized as indicating a relationship 
between passages at a long distance from each other, and adding a humorous tone to the list of 
possible links between passages allows further investigation of parallels in Tacitus. This strategy 
is especially useful in examining characterization, as Tacitus uses humor to emphasize certain 
traits in some characters. 
 Cicero and Quintilian provide a plethora of examples of both rhetorical techniques and 
types of subject matter that could create humor in elite Roman literary culture. Wherever 
possible I rely on Cicero and Quintilian for examples of techniques that create humor and pay 
attention to their discussion of good taste. Their discussions of deception and absurdity have 
been particularly useful. In addition, cultural background is necessary to construct Roman scripts 
 
130 Attardo’s prime example of such a short story, Edgar Allan Poe’s “The System of Dr. Tarr 




and a Latin humor competence, and although Tacitus’ own works provide a good deal of 
information on potential scripts, they do not explicitly discuss humor.131 
 Because irony is such an important element in Tacitus, it deserves further clarification. 
Cicero and Quintilian use several terms that appear close in meaning to the English “irony.” 
Cicero quotes the Greek εἴρων as a descriptor for Socrates, best of ironic speakers, and 
characterizes his speech as “wit with seriousness” (cum gravitate salsum, 2.270). He relates this 
quality to dissimulatio, which more generally means disguise or concealment (2.269) and is 
therefore an appropriate descriptor for irony and ambiguity, including in Tacitus. Using positive 
words to describe negative things is for Cicero “very close to irony” (finitimum dissimulationi, 
2.272), and close to the English sense of irony as well. Cicero also refers to a technique he calls 
subabsurda, in which the speaker pretends to be ignorant while setting up a witticism, then 
reveals his knowledge. Cicero admits that this is sometimes a technique of actors, but allows it in 
oratory, too (2.274). The Latin subabsurda is perhaps closer to English “sarcasm” than 
“irony,”132 but it is similar to irony in that it involves pretending to agree with someone else’s 
opinion. In this case, Latin seems to have made a distinction where English does not. Quintilian 
uses some of the same terms as Cicero does, including dissimulatio and subabsurda, which seem 
to mean similar things in his account as they do in Cicero’s. Quintilian does distinguish between 
 
131 Examples of Roman humor, such as comedies or satire, are important evidence on ancient 
humor, but their conventions are so different from those in historiography that they can provide 
little practical help. Rhetoric and historiography have enough in common (prose, persuasion, 
dignity) that they can be compared. For example, Plautus often uses alliteration to enhance jokes, 
but there is much less evidence of that strategy in the orators. 
 
132 I use Barbe’s distinction between irony and sarcasm: sarcasm is a subtype of irony that makes 
itself so obvious that the speaker cannot deny the ironic intention. Sarcasm is often more 
aggressive than plain irony because a sarcastic speaker cannot plausibly defuse the situation by 
denying the implication of their words (1995, 27-8). 
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simulatio and dissimulatio: the first appears to mean adopting an opinion other than your own 
and the second to mean pretending not to understand what others are saying (6.3.85). From this 
evidence, it appears that Latin does not have a single word to cover all the possibilities of the 
English “irony,” but because Quintilian and Cicero give relatively straightforward definitions of 
both subabsurda and dissimulatio, and because dissimulatio means deception as well as irony, I 
occasionally connect these terms directly to passages in Tacitus when they are appropriate. 
 Although it is largely unsupported by humor theories, another crucial element of my 
analytical framework is a focus on the ability of humor to build structures in works that use it. 
Although Attardo’s concept of humorous strands provide a preliminary framework for analyzing 
humor in longer works, I explore several episodes that provide examples of humor as a strategy 
that can communicate within a text as well as a larger social structure. Many theorists have dwelt 
on the necessity of understanding culturally specific information to understand humor (this is one 
of the strengths of script theory), but have paid less attention to ways in which humor supports 
major themes.133 The script opposition and economy of expression in humor help get points 
across and can subtly set up expectations. 
 Finally, I conclude this chapter with a list of particular features in Tacitus that I consider 
probable indications of humor, especially when they are combined in one passage. I want to 
emphasize again that the type of humor I find in Tacitus is rarely something that could provoke 
laughter. Tacitus uses humor as a rhetorical tool to support historical points and themes rather 
than as an end in itself. Few passages in Tacitus are jokes, and not many more could be called 
 
133 Attardo has made steps toward a theory that deals with literary implications of humor in both 
his 1994 and 2001 books, but these ideas do not seem to have caught on. Script theorists 
generally do not aim to form an understanding of humor that helps address themes in a work, but 
instead use the themes of a work to address humor. 
 
 75 
laughable. The majority of his work does not even include humorous motifs, as much of Tacitus’ 
battle narrative, for example, does not provide the type of themes that are important elsewhere. 
With the above caveats in mind, I suggest that the following qualities can contribute to humor 
when they appear in Tacitus. 
 Irony is extremely common in Tacitus and often contributes to humor. Irony needs its 
own caveats: not all irony is humorous, and it can be difficult to tell whether any particular 
instance is humorous or not. Nevertheless, extensive modern evidence and substantial ancient 
evidence indicates that irony is often humorous.134 Cicero and Quintilian’s references to 
dissimulatio as equivalent to Greek εἰρωνεία (De Orat. 2.270) and subabsurda as roughly 
equivalent to at least one modern definition of irony (De Orat. 2.289, Inst. 6.3.23) confirm that 
irony was recognized as a potential and even likely source of humor by multiple Roman writers. 
Transferring Cicero and Quintilian’s rhetorical formulations to Tacitus is challenging because 
with their focus on oratory they nearly always present some explicit framing device for their 
examples of irony, whether it is the opponent’s assertions or an impression created by the 
speaker’s behavior. Because Tacitus, as a writer of history, did not have an opponent and 
because writing offered no opportunity to clarify by nonverbal means that his tone is ironic,135 it 
is all the more important to consider the ways in which Tacitus sets up multiple possible opinions 
on certain events, and to remain aware that none of them may be easily identified as his own. 
O’Gorman has already done a lot of work on irony in Tacitus, and her subtle observations are 
extremely useful for this project. Tacitus also uses a good deal of dramatic irony, because 
 
134 Some modern work on irony: Haiman (1990), Braester (1992), Kreuz and Roberts (1993), 
Dews et al. (1995), Jorgensen (1995), Barbe (1995). 
 
135 Tone of voice and expression are today some of the most easily recognized signs that a 
speaker is being ironic (Braester 1992, 75). 
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historical figures naturally know less than Tacitus and his audience do. Although this type of 
irony is significantly different from the other type, it fits just as well with Cicero and Quintilian’s 
dissimulatio and subabsurda, both of which focus on what the speaker does and does not know 
as well as what the audience can be expected to know. 
 A second likely sign of humor is the presence of a punchline. These are linked to two 
recognized phenomena in Tacitus’ style, the sententia and the appendix sentence. Not every 
sententia or appendix sentence is a punchline, but if either phenomenon appears at the end of a 
sentence and requires the reader to reconsider that sentence’s content, I understand it as a 
possible punchline.136 Although it is not explicitly mentioned by Cicero or Quintilian, the 
punchline is a common feature in both modern and ancient jokes, and appears in longer format 
humor as well. A punchline in Tacitus does not necessarily make the preceding passage a joke, 
but functions as a variatio for ideas: whatever seemed to be the main point of the sentence turns 
out to be untrue or trivial, while another major point becomes obvious. 
 A few topics may be simply better suited to humor than others are. All my major 
examples of humor in characterization (Otho, Nero, Libo Drusus) feature youngish men inclined 
to engage in frivolous pursuits rather than treat politics seriously. In this respect, they share 
characteristics with the adulescentes of Roman comedy. Similarly, actors or other performers 
show up in several humorous episodes, and domestic settings turn up frequently. Such material 
might have raised humorous associations to a Roman audience without being outright humorous. 
The corollary to this possibility is that Tacitus treats other characters who resemble comic 
 
136 Oring (1992, 82-93) discusses the nature of punchlines at some length without reaching a 
conclusion. In Oring’s opinion, the most effective punchlines appear at the end of jokes and 
reveal incongruity or inappropriateness without giving too much away, because excessive 
information in a punchline would leave nothing for the audience of the joke to figure out and 
would thus diminish the pleasure of hearing it. 
 
 77 
archetypes (lovestruck young men, tricky slaves and freedmen, enterprising meretrices) with 
contempt as often as humor.137 Comic archetypes and actors are therefore not in themselves 
enough to spark humor, but Tacitus’ characterization of some historical figures could have 
resonated with assumptions about comedy. 
 Absurdity is the final element that I find useful in locating humor in Tacitus. “Absurdity” 
refers to circumstances or ideas that simply do not make sense. This includes impossibilities, 
such as theories that Tacitus explicitly does not endorse, as well as things that are improbable or 
completely true but unforgivably odd.138 Many of these passages are accompanied by some 
expression of disbelief in Tacitus’ narration or by one of the other common markers of humor. A 
good example of both is the often-quoted passage in which “a couple of common soldiers took it 
upon themselves to hand over the Roman Empire—and they accomplished it” (Suscepere duo 
manipulares imperium populi Romani transferendum et transtulerunt, 1.25.1, translation adapted 
from Fyfe and Levene).139 Tacitus presents the plan as highly unlikely, then in the last few words 
of the sentence he reveals that it worked. The punchline is the more easily recognizable sign of 
humor in this example, but the absurdity of the plan is also an essential element. Tacitus 
frequently plays on the difference between appearances and reality, and that theme can turn into 
absurdity when the contrast becomes apparent. Absurdity is related to irony in that both point out 
 
137 Tacitus’ attitude toward imperial freedmen is especially negative. Much of his problem with 
them appears to center on their craving for power, because their social status is not outrageous in 
itself: Tacitus generally objects to their gaining influence over matters that were traditionally 
controlled by the senatorial elite. 
 
138 Absurdum appears in Latin texts on humor, but I do not assume that its connotation is the 
same as that of the English word. 
 
139 In this dissertation, all translations from the Histories are adapted from Levene’s revision of 
Fyfe’s translation (1997) unless otherwise noted. Unless noted, all translations from the Annals 




inconsistencies between the way the world is thought to be and the way it is, but the crucial 
difference is that absurdity is independent of the ventriloquism required for irony: Tacitus, as 
narrator, can suggest that an event was absurd even when all the characters in the narrative treat 
it as ordinary. In addition, absurd situations may be factual, as in the example of the two soldiers 
overthrowing a government, while irony often means that one opinion is endorsed above another 
or is openly deceptive. Tacitus can suggest absurdity without as many hints as for irony because 
absurd things can be unbelievable based on the nature of reality rather than the specific context 
in which they occur. Tacitus often uses irony to express his characters’ delusions or hypocrisy, 
but at times he describes circumstances that are simply so strange and inappropriate that the 
subject matter itself invites a humorous interpretation. 
 I mention absurdity as an important characteristic in Tacitus’ humor in part because 
content is as significant to my analysis as are rhetorical devices. Although rhetorical devices 
provide more concrete evidence of humor, they are tangential to my goal to examine when 
Tacitus is using humor and why. Looking at the absurd discrepancies played out in Tacitus’ 
works as a type of humor will help connect my analysis directly to larger themes. 
 Absurdity as I define it here is also an example of how script theory’s logical mechanism 
will be useful for my analysis. “Absurdity” is too vague to qualify as a logical mechanism by 
Attardo’s standards, but several of his proposed logical mechanisms, including disordered 
reasoning, are compatible with the broad concept of absurdity. Both concepts seek to reveal the 
reasoning behind humor, and therefore to latch on to some of the ideas that humor addresses. For 
this project, I want to identify not only humor but a set of themes related to humor, in order to 
better understand why humor is useful in Tacitus. Absurdity, although one of the more vague 
signs in the list, is important as an example of content becoming humorous. 
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 The combination of these factors will help identify significant uses of humor in Tacitus 
and connect them to larger themes. I repeat that my method is not intended to provide a theory of 
humor, but a method for detecting the particular way in which Tacitus uses humor, along with 

























CHAPTER 2: FLATTERY WILL GET YOU EVERYWHERE: OTHO, VITELLIUS, AND 
HUMOR IN HISTORIES 1 
My first example of Tacitus’ use of humor focuses primarily on Otho in the first book of 
the Histories, with some discussion of Book 2 and the end of Book 3. I support my argument on 
Otho with counterexamples from Tacitus’ non-humorous treatment of Vitellius, through to the 
end of Book 3. I argue that Tacitus uses humor in his representation of Otho in Book 1, and that 
humor plays an essential part in constructing an image of the principate as an institution 
supported by deviousness and contradiction. It also helps illustrate the delicate balance between 
the authority of an emperor and the demands of his partisans. 
I address the development of the humorous element in Otho’s character in the order in 
which Tacitus narrates relevant events. In Otho’s introduction, Tacitus lays the foundations for 
humor that he begins to develop more notably when Otho decides to make himself emperor. 
Using script theory, I identify private/official and powerless/powerful as the major opposed, 
overlapping scripts that animate much of Tacitus’ treatment of Otho and introduce humorous 
elements in his character. From there, I argue that this humorous strand becomes more 
pronounced when Otho encourages his followers during his revolt, and when the Senate and 
people flock to congratulate him as the new emperor: Otho’s lack of control over his ostensible 
subjects becomes increasingly obvious as he attains greater official power. Finally, this 
humorous strand culminates when Otho appeases his troops after they have rushed the palace in 
a brief, confused mutiny. This is the moment when Otho appears most clearly beholden to his 
loyal troops, yet he simultaneously insists they respect his façade of stern authority. 
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 Throughout the Otho material, I include counterexamples from Tacitus’ discussion of 
Vitellius. These examples highlight places where Tacitus narrates similar events or uses similar 
motifs as he does with Otho, but without exploiting their humorous potential. The Vitellius 
examples are secondary (my interest is, after all, in places where Tacitus does use humor), but I 
employ them to illustrate two related points: first, that Tacitus does not always apply the same 
literary techniques to the same subject matter, and second, that the contrast between Tacitus’ 
treatments of Otho and Vitellius depends in part on his choice to employ humor when discussing 
Otho, but not Vitellius. Tacitus’ treatment of Otho is particularly rich with humor because it 
helps to establish the self-contradicting standards of behavior employed by empire and emperors. 
When he narrates Vitellius’ principate, Tacitus presents the contradictions of empire as if they 
have become predictable truths. For example, Otho’s speech after the mutiny drips with self-
contradiction and reveals that he is more capable of appearing to be in control than of actually 
being in control. When Vitellius makes his triumphant speech after entering Rome, his speech 
contains parallel material (outright lies about his own greatness and legitimacy), but Tacitus so 
explicitly outlines all the implications of Vitellius’ failings that his speech does not generate 
humor. 
 Because I discuss only the material that I find relevant to humor, and because I do not 
present the Vitellius sections in chronological order, I begin with a summary of the content in 
Histories 1 and 2 as Tacitus structures it.140 The first 11 chapters of the Histories introduce the 
work, explaining its scope and the state of the Roman Empire at Nero’s death. Vitellius is first 
 




introduced at 1.9.1, in the preface.141 Otho surfaces almost immediately afterward (1.13.2-4), as 
Tacitus begins the narrative with Galba’s principate and its unclear succession. Galba’s adoption 
of Piso and his strict military reforms comprise sections 12 to 20, after which Tacitus narrates the 
inception of Otho’s revolt (1.21-26).142 Piso speaks against Otho’s revolt (1.29-30) as part of a 
larger section on Galba’s response to the revolt (1.27-35). Tacitus then gives an account of 
Otho’s side of the revolt (1.36-39), including Otho’s speech to his troops (1.37-8). Otho’s revolt 
culminates in Galba’s death alongside the deaths of his most important partisans (1.41-44). 
Tacitus’ account of Otho’s regime begins with a contest of mutual flattery between the emperor, 
Senate, and people followed by a series of obituaries (1.45-49). Section 50 outlines the state of 
the provinces (several of which are in revolt) and transitions into the conditions that gave rise to 
Vitellius’ revolt before Tacitus narrates its early stages (1.50-72). Tacitus’ account of this period 
includes little material directly related to Vitellius, and although Tacitus uses some of the events 
here to characterize the future emperor, these tidbits are spread out and rarely concern anything 
Vitellius himself accomplishes. Tacitus picks up with Otho’s attempts to defeat Vitellius, which 
include appeals to several provinces and also a brief external conflict (1.73-79). Otho’s frantic 
preparations are misinterpreted by some of his loyal soldiers, who mutiny in favor of Otho and 
against the authority of their officers and the Senate (1.80.2). Otho manages to placate them, and 
gives a flattering speech that maintains order, but leaves behind a sense of foreboding, which 
persists until the end of the book, when Otho leaves Rome to fight Vitellius (1.83-90). 
 
141 Damon identifies 1.1-11 as a general preface that establishes background before Tacitus 
begins the main narrative (2003, 21). 
 
142 Tacitus separates these events in the narrative, treating one after the other, but nevertheless 
makes it clear that they all happened at the same time: Galba adopted Piso once he received news 
that the German legions were rebelling under Vitellius (1.12), and Otho’s revolt was at least 
partially motivated by Piso’s adoption (1.21). 
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 In Book 2, Tacitus begins with an update on Vespasian’s loyalties and his emerging plans 
to revolt (2.1-10).143 This part also summarizes events in the provinces to the east. Tacitus next 
returns to the civil war between Otho’s and Vitellius’ forces, a conflict that lasts until Otho’s 
final defeat at Bedriacum (2.11-45).144 Otho kills himself about halfway through the book (2.45-
50).145 Although Otho intends to end the civil war by his suicide, the civil war of course 
continues with different combatants. Tacitus first narrates the transition from Otho to Vitellius 
(2.51-73), then shifts his focus to Vespasian’s troops (2.74-86). At this point, Tacitus switches 
back to Vitellius, who is making a slow, chaotic progress toward Rome, where he shows himself 
to be incapable of anything but self-promotion (2.87-95). Once Vespasian’s rebellion threatens 
Vitellius in Rome, his generals Valens and Caecina do most of the work of mustering a defense, 
and by the end of the book Caecina is already making plans to defect to Vespasian (2.96-101). 
 Book 3 is largely concerned with the war between Vitellius’ and Vespasian’s forces, with 
relatively few episodes that feature Vitellius himself.146 The relevant part for my purposes is 
Vitellius’ death (3.84.4-86.3), which serves as a parallel to Otho’s and as Tacitus’ final 
summation of Vitellius’ character. I treat the Otho material in the order in which Tacitus presents 
 
143 What the paragraph above owes to Damon, this one owes to Ash (2007, 8-12). 
 
144 Ash calls this section “overwhelmingly military in emphasis” (2007, 9). I use almost none of 
the material here, because the narrative techniques are so different. 
 
145 Ash points out that the middle of a book is an odd place to strand the death of a major 
character, and that the placement of Otho’s death fosters a sense of chaos (2007, 11). 
 
146 There are exceptions. Vitellius commands the poisoning of Junius Blaesus (3.38-39) and 
intermittently tries to aid his own cause (for example at 3.38, where he sends a lieutenant to deal 
with problems he is unwilling to address, or at 3.55, where he attempts to lead some of his own 
troops but actually accomplishes irrelevant tasks badly). 
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it, but I have broken up the Vitellius parts in order to better match them to similar episodes in the 
Otho narrative. 
 Tacitus’ treatment of Otho in the first few books of the Histories presents an example of 
characterization with a humorous “strand,” a motif that contributes to an intermittent humorous 
tone (Attardo 2001, 83). Tacitus repeatedly points out that Otho struggles to behave like an 
emperor: Otho at first presents himself as an emperor despite not being one and later is unable to 
exercise imperial power despite his official position as emperor. Tacitus presents several 
emperors as being caught between public and private concerns, but Otho is an unusually 
humorous example because he attempts to be both official and private in the same way at the 
same time: Otho technically wields imperial power, but often obeys councilors in his own 
household when he has to decide anything important. This characterization of Otho dramatizes a 
series of contradictions147 that Tacitus associates most closely with emperors but also with the 
entire imperial system. Humor is a crucial part of Tacitus’ portrayal of Otho because it permits 
contradictory ideas to overlay each other without canceling each other out. Instead of presenting 
a single interpretation, humor combines opposite ideas without eliminating either one.148 Tacitus 
 
147 Ash has argued that Tacitus’ Otho is less contradictory than he seems, because many of the 
traits that have been traditionally interpreted as contradictory in fact result from Tacitus’ attempt 
to reflect widely differing contemporary portrayals of Otho (1999, 83ff). My argument relies on 
the idea that Tacitus purposefully employs contradictions in his portrayal of Otho, but I 
recognize that disparate sources may have also contributed to this phenomenon. 
 
148 This is consistent with script theory’s main hypothesis (Raskin 1985, 99). Script theory does 
not, however, require that the opposed scripts remain in tension after the joke is over. Theorists 
continue to debate which jokes have a total “resolution” (a phase in which any incongruities are 
removed), and which have only a “partial resolution” in which nonsensical elements are tolerated 
in the solution to a joke (Attardo et al. 2002, 3-4, 25-6). Because most jokes have residual 
“background incongruities” which would be both impossible and pointless to resolve, Attardo, 
Hempelmann, and DiMaio acknowledge that by a strict definition, nearly all jokes would be 
unresolved (2002, 27-8). Because Tacitus’ works are much more complex than the jokes used to 
build script theory, I approach all Tacitean humor as at best partially resolved. My approach 
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uses opposed scripts to help illustrate the idiosyncratic reasoning that is both the emperors’ 
fabrication and their affliction. I identify “official” and “private” as the first opposed scripts in 
Tacitus’ treatment of Otho, although later the central scripts shift slightly to “powerful” versus 
“powerless.” Using this official/private contrast, Tacitus creates a humorous tension in Otho’s 
character and simultaneously implies that self-contradiction is an endemic problem of the 
principate. 
 In his discussion of Vitellius’ character, Tacitus employs many of the same patterns as he 
did with Otho but, as I argue, does not use humor in the same way because Tacitus considered 
Vitellius more a hapless victim of circumstance than an active agent in the events of A.D. 69. In 
addition, the dynamics of the imperial system that Tacitus analyzes in the Otho section continue 
to operate when Vitellius becomes emperor, but without the emperor actively encouraging them. 
Examples from Tacitus’ treatment of Vitellius, therefore, will demonstrate that Tacitus’ use of 
humor is both precise (in that it is associated with some characters but not others) and that it 
helps establish patterns that Tacitus later uses in non-humorous narrative. 
Tacitus’ Introduction of Otho 
 When Tacitus first introduces Otho into the narrative as Titus Vinius’ friend and 
prospective son-in-law (1.13.2),149 he emphasizes his similarity to Nero: “Otho had led an 
indifferent boyhood and a rash youth, and endeared himself to Nero by competing with him in 
luxury”150 (Otho pueritiam incuriose adulescentiam petulanter egerat, gratus Neroni 
 
draws on O’Gorman’s contention that irony cannot and should not be decoded as certainly 
meaning one thing or another, because it is meant to force readers to draw their own conclusions 
(2000, 11-2). 
 
149 This is an inauspicious start that evokes civil war (Damon 2003, ad loc). 
 
150 Unless otherwise indicated, translations are quoted, sometimes with modifications, as here, 
from Levene’s revision of Fyfe (1997). 
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aemulatione luxus, 1.13.2). This description does not contain any undeniable signs of humor,151 
but suggests that Otho never had a clearly defined character, and that he could become another 
Nero.152 A second Nero would have been a disaster because of Nero’s flaws, but would have 
been an especially unwelcome prospective successor to Galba, who had attempted to set up a 
reputation for old-fashion sternness. During Nero’s reign, Otho attained favor because he was 
serious about frivolity, and this same quality ruins his reputation with Galba.153 The humor here 
is muted, but already present in the contrast between the qualities considered virtues by Nero and 
Galba. In addition, Otho already appears unreliable but ambitious, as evidenced by the increasing 
levels of effort (incuriose, petulanter, aemulatione) that he devotes to inane activities. 
 Tacitus also summarizes Otho’s relationship with his wife Poppea, whom he calls “the 
imperial whore” (principale scortum, 1.13.3). “Imperial whore” strikes a contrast between high 
and low diction (Damon 2003, ad loc) a common feature in humorous texts,154 and is another 
 
 
151 Tacitus omits details that could contribute to humor, including Otho’s extravagance (Damon 
2003, ad loc), which could have been laughable for being very far outside normal limits. Cicero 
mentions that inflating or deflating a description beyond belief can be a source of humor (De 
Orat. 2.267). Otho’s luxury may not have been strictly impossible to maintain, but could have 
been surprising enough to suggest humor, and Tacitus chose to ignore that material. In addition, 
this introduction is not flattering to Otho, and therefore may be concerned with establishing a 
negative image of him rather than setting up a nuanced characterization (Perkins 1993, 849). 
 
152 Nero looms over the narrative of the year 69 and serves as a point of comparison for all the 
aspiring emperors (Haynes 2003, 40), but Otho is the only one who was so closely associated 
with Nero during Nero’s lifetime. 
 
153 Frivolity and disaster are related in this passage: aemulatione luxus illustrates the relationship 
between the two (1.13.2). Aemulatio can be used in a serious context—Cicero defines it as 
ambiguous, with positive and negative senses (Tusc. 4.8.17-18)—but luxus is not usually a 
quality worth competing over. Part of the danger of Nero’s rule, then, was that he applied serious 
power to frivolous objects, thereby creating new political hazards. 
 
154 Switching between high- and low-register words often creates humor. In a chapter on register 




example of conjoined opposites associated with Nero. “Empress” and “whore” are usually 
understood to be mutually exclusive occupations, but because Nero made Poppea empress, his 
subjects had to accept her even though she did not behave like a typical empress.155 By 
connecting Otho and Nero so clearly at Otho’s first appearance, Tacitus establishes Otho’s 
connections to the Julio-Claudian principate (in particular to Nero) and foregrounds concerns 
about the nexus of contradictions that emperors create when they attempt to serve their own 
desires and cultivate a favorable public image at the same time, often without much concern for 
the public good. 
 Tacitus further emphasizes the contradictions fostered by Nero in narrating how Nero 
sent Otho to govern Lusitania because he suspected that Otho had been having sex with Poppea, 
who was at that time Otho’s wife (1.13.3). In typical circumstances, a sexual relationship 
between a husband and wife would be normal, but not under Nero’s rule.156 Furthermore, Otho is 
sent to Lusitania not to be governor, but “on the pretext of a governorship” (specie legationis, 
1.13.3). This last detail reiterates that Nero appointed Otho out of an ulterior motive (Damon 
2003, ad loc). Tacitus made Nero’s true purpose clear in the first part of the sentence, before the 
appearance of specie. Specie legationis reminds Tacitus’ readers that Nero lied publicly to 
conceal his unscrupulous use of power. Because Tacitus has already made it clear that Nero 
 
155 The second half of chapter 4 discusses another attempt to bridge the empress-whore gap in the 
person of Messalina. 
 
156 Damon notes that Tacitus’ version of the Nero-Poppea-Otho love triangle is abbreviated 
compared to versions in other sources (2003, ad loc), and the time frame seems distorted as well. 
Tacitus puts a subordinate clause about Nero getting rid of Octavia in between the clause where 
Nero marries Poppea to Otho and the one where Nero sends Otho to govern Lusitania. Tacitus 
relates a similar story in the Annales, but there Nero sends Otho to Lusitania at 13.46.3, but does 
not banish Octavia until 14.60.1. The version in the Histories implies a different (and incorrect) 
order of events that temporarily bends reality to support Nero’s contention that Otho should not 
have had a relationship with Poppea. 
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intended to separate Otho and Poppea, the specie comment highlights another discrepancy, that 
Nero believed his excuses were credible even when his real reasons were obvious.157 Tacitus 
presents Nero as an example of the ways the emperors can warp reality: the emperor dictates 
what people are supposed to do and believe, and everybody obeys the emperor without actually 
believing what they are required to profess. Inconsistent emperors are not a joke (indeed, they 
are highly dangerous), but this image of a contradictory principate prepares Tacitus’ readers for 
humor by establishing a situation in which contradictory ideas not only can but must go together. 
As a second Nero, Otho will not only allow but require his supporters to accept contradictions.158 
 Although section 1.13 itself does not employ much humor, it sets up a foundation for 
Tacitus’ humorous characterization of Otho. The description of Nero’s contradictory commands 
fosters cynical amusement at the flaws of his rule, and by extension the flaws of other emperors. 
The fact that the emperor picks his friends for their skill in luxury, that a married couple is 
banned from sex, that a husband tolerates his wife’s affair, and that a “whore” is empress, 
together help create a strong contrast between Roman ideals and Neronian reality. Such a 
contrast satisfies both the script theory of humor159 and ancient ideas about the humorous use of 
 
157 Although not necessarily humorous, deception can contribute to humor, especially when the 
deception reveals itself. The relationship between deception and humor is well attested but 
complex. Cicero and Quintilian both identify dissimulatio as a potential source of humor. Raskin 
and Attardo identify humor as a form of “non bona fide communication,” a category that 
embraces outright falsehoods as well as jokes (Raskin 1985, 100-1). Quintilian also includes 
lying in an obvious way as one possible method for creating humor (6.3.70). 
 
158 Ash has pointed out that this version of Otho and Poppea’s relationship emphasizes the 
similarity between Otho and Nero more than the one that Tacitus tells in the Annals because the 
Histories version has Nero and Otho apparently working toward the same goal, where the Annals 
version concentrates on Poppea (1999, 91). 
 
159 In this passage, the scripts happen to match one of Raskin’s original proposed common 
humorous opposed scripts: “sex/no sex” (Raskin 1985, 148-9). 
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irony and lying. So far, Tacitus does not present Otho as essentially humorous, but associates 
him with a set of motifs that produce humor later on. 
 Much of Otho’s first appearance is tied to a description of the upside-down world of 
Nero’s principate, with an emphasis on the twisted logic it encouraged. Tacitus presents Nero’s 
court as dangerous, in part because it appears absurd according to normal reasoning, and 
therefore promotes a humorous tone without compromising the sense that Nero was 
dangerous.160 Tacitus presents his readers with bizarre examples of Nero’s commands to 
demonstrate the paradoxes of imperial power. His commands lead to an illogical but carefully 
patterned system of contradictions. Several sentences end in ironic surprises (aemulatione luxus, 
specie legationis), and other phrases, like principale scortum, have contradictions built in. 
Tacitus uses irony to illustrate the manner of practicing absolute power that Otho experienced in 
the past and will reinstate in his own principate. The contrasts of this paragraph suggest that 
Otho’s rule will be in harmony with the contradictions of Nero’s principate. 
Tacitus repeats Otho’s connection to Nero once more before this section is over. 
Continuing with Otho’s history, he says that Otho governed Lusitania without any major 
disasters161 and allied with Galba decisively (1.13.4). Once removed from Nero’s court, it seems, 
 
160 This passage is akin to Cicero’s and Quintilian’s subabsurda: the orator first pretends to be 
ignorant, but only for the sake of setting up something witty (De Orat. 2.274; Inst. 6.3.99). 
Tacitus presents Nero’s court as a template for imperial rule but implies that it is in fact deeply 
self-contradictory. 
 
161 Tacitus says Otho governed “in a friendly manner” (comiter). As Damon explains, comiter 
can be a positive adverb in such a context but could also indicate that a leader was over-friendly 
(2003, ad loc). Although I strive never to underestimate Tacitus’ capacity for irony, I incline 
toward a positive interpretation of comiter here, because a negative reading would put great 
emphasis on a single adverb and would be at odds with a parallel passage in Suetonius (Otho 3). 
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Otho displayed political aptitude and ambition.162 But even while recounting Otho’s alliance 
with Galba’s rebellion against Nero, Tacitus again brings up his similarity to Nero. According to 
Tacitus, Otho attracted Nero’s former courtiers by his resemblance to Nero: “the court supported 
him as a second Nero” (prona in eum aula Neronis ut similem, 1.13.4). The placement of similem 
at the end of the sentence secures the sinister connection between them (Perkins 1993, 850). In 
this way Tacitus reminds the reader that Otho appeared similar to Nero in his political career as 
well as his private habits, as evidenced by the support of Nero’s allies.163 Tacitus also suggests 
that Otho’s similarity to Nero served him as a political advantage instead of discrediting him: a 
substantial faction still favored what Nero stood for, despite his flaws. Throughout Book 1, 
Tacitus’ characterization of Otho continues to draw on parallels to Nero and to the court over 
which he presided. 
Tacitus’ Introduction of Vitellius 
 In contrast, Tacitus does not introduce Vitellius as a potential bad emperor, but as an 
indolent figurehead set up by ambitious supporters (mostly soldiers) who were willing to put up 
with any emperor as long as they benefitted from his rule. Vitellius has a prominent connection 
to an emperor, because he was sent by Galba to reinforce imperial authority in Germany, but 
Tacitus minimizes the similarities between Vitellius and Galba. Tacitus claims that Galba 
appointed Vitellius solely on the grounds that his father held the consulship three times 
 
162 Immediately volunteering to join a revolt against the emperor could demonstrate imprudence 
and neglect for peace, but because the emperor at the time was Nero, already a worse prospect, 
Tacitus does not criticize Otho for his eager rebellion. 
 
163 Tacitus also describes Otho as “not sluggish” and “most distinguished” (nec segnis and 
splendidissimus, 1.13.4). Otho’s active efforts on his own behalf contrast Nero’s rise to power, 
which was orchestrated by Agrippina (the next chapter discusses this further). Nevertheless, 
Tacitus presents some of Otho’s similarities to Nero as essential to his prominence in politics. 
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(1.9.1).164 Although Galba’s decision reflects a Roman expectation that sons be like their fathers, 
Tacitus treats Vitellius as an underachiever with an illustrious father. There is a contrast between 
Vitellius’ lineage and capabilities, but the scripts do not overlap.165 Tacitus deflects attention 
from Vitellius because he does not emphasize the irony of Galba sending an apparently harmless 
person to lead troops who will eventually mutiny and make him emperor. Galba’s decision is still 
ironic from the perspective of Tacitus’ already knowledgeable readers, but Tacitus does not 
develop it into humor. If Tacitus implies anything about Galba’s decision to appoint Vitellius, it 
is that it was reasonable at the time: Vitellius’ family was notorious for flattering emperors, 
never aspiring to the principate in their own right.166 His father appears in the Annales, where he 
distinguishes himself as an advocate for Agrippina, one of Tacitus’ great villains (Ann. 12.5.3-
6.3, 12.42.2-3).167 Although Tacitus does not mention his behavior here, similar information 
would presumably have been available to his readers. Vitellius’ family history aligns him with 
the principate in a relatively uncomplicated way: he passively accepts imperial favoritism 
without contradicting his own political instincts, which are mostly based on flattering emperors. 
 
164 Tacitus also suggested that Vitellius was unqualified for his position because a competent 
general could have threatened Galba’s authority by gaining the favor of his troops. Vitellius’ 
counterpart, Hordeonius Flaccus, is repeatedly shown to be in over his head, but is not replaced 
because he is nonthreatening. Pigón notes that Tacitus’ introduction of Vitellius is so vague that 
he does not even mention Vitellius’ inexperience, and that Tacitus’ interest is more in Vitellius’ 
father than the man himself (2017, 211-2). 
 
165 If anything, the deterioration of modern generations compared to prior ones is an even better 
attested trope in Latin literature. 
 
166 Damon notes that Suetonius Vit. 7.1 is even clearer that Galba decided to appoint Vitellius 
because he assumed he would not be a threat (2003, ad loc). 
 
167 Vitellius senior ingratiates himself with Agrippina at 12.4.1, speaks in favor of Claudius’ 
incestuous marriage to her at 12.5.3-6, and extracts vengeance on a political opponent with her 
help at 12.42.2-3. Tacitus calls him an example of “shameful servitude” and “sycophantic 
disgrace” (Woodman’s translation, turpe in servitium, adulatorii dedecoris, 6.32.3-4). 
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Servile flattery lacks the edge of competition that Tacitus introduces with Otho. Through brief 
descriptions of Otho’s competition with Nero (aemulatione luxus, 1.13.3), Tacitus suggests that 
Otho might grow into a Neronian tyrant, but Vitellius seems likely to become no more than an 
indolent supporter of someone else’s tyranny. 
Otho’s Revolt 
 Tacitus returns to an Otho who has fallen out of favor with Galba and is strategizing 
frantically (1.21). Having established Otho as similar to Nero, Tacitus uses his second 
appearance to make a direct connection between Otho and the official/private opposed scripts 
and thereby introduces the humorous strand in Otho’s character. Although the passage does not 
start out humorous, it accumulates elements that suggest humor and sets up the official/private 
contrast that will define Otho’s character. Otho reflects168 that “his extravagance was 
burdensome for an emperor, and his poverty was all but unendurable for a private person” 
(luxuria etiam principi onerosa, inopia vix privato toleranda, 1.21.1).169 Otho’s expenditure is 
impossible for him to continue privately, and as an emperor it would still be excessive. Besides, 
personal luxury is hardly more appropriate when it eats up public funds instead of personal 
wealth. Otho is unwilling to lead either a private or an official life: one is financially impossible, 
 
168 Although much of this passage is focalized through him, Otho is not the grammatical subject 
of the sentence. Instead, several abstract concepts are credited with goading him (nulla spes, 
omne in turbido consilium, multa simul exstimulabant, 1.21.1). Even while Tacitus shows Otho 
making his decision, the syntax he uses implies that Otho may not control his own choice.  
 
169 Heubner understands the contrast between prinicpi and privato here as an indication that the 
two states are coexistent (1963, ad loc). I agree and want to stress that when they coexist in the 




and the other would be inappropriate.170 Although in this passage the conflicting demands 
primarily concern money, which is not a major problem for Otho later, the official/private 
contrast that Tacitus introduces here appears frequently, often with humor, up to the end of Book 
1. One key element in the humor here is that Otho can find no practical solution to his problem. 
Becoming emperor would not dispel Otho’s insolvency, as his expenditure was still 
“burdensome for an emperor.” In addition, “poverty…unendurable for a private person” is a 
weak basis on which to become emperor, as it is a reason to desire power rather than a means to 
acquire it. His impossible situation foreshadows the opposition between power and 
powerlessness that will dominate his principate, because becoming emperor will not bring him 
stable power. The inconsistency in Otho’s position lasts through Book 1 because it cannot be 
easily solved, and gives rise to humor because it requires two opposed scripts to operate at once: 
Otho must become emperor because he cannot remain a private citizen, but he cannot truly 
become emperor because he is unsuitable as a leader. 
 Although the initial statement of this defining contrast produces little more than irony,171 
Tacitus repeats and expands on the contrast to portray Otho as an increasingly humorous figure 
who is absurdly trapped between being an emperor and being a private citizen. In particular, 
 
170 The start of the paragraph also has strong contrasts: all Otho’s advantages depend on chaos 
rather than on peace or orderliness. That part could be an introduction to the humorous tone and 
the powerful/powerless opposition, but it is not clarified until later in the paragraph. 
 
171 A few other phrases in the same paragraph, including Otho’s revelation of his own mortality 
and his decision to die seeking long-term glory (1.21.2), include possible humorous elements. 
Otho’s reasoning strikes me as somewhat inane (anyone who had survived the reign of Nero 
certainly should have already known that involvement in politics could kill him), but reasonable 
enough not to be a clear example of humor. His reflection that if he will be executed no matter 
what, he should at least die seeking glory, is a plausible interpretation of politics that engages 
with the same perverse logic that operates in earlier passages on Nero. It continues the ironic 
tone from earlier, but does not build on it or introduce other factors to suggest humor. 
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Tacitus makes Otho seem ridiculous by showing him deferring to the opinions of his household 
while he attempts to become emperor. As he dithers, Otho comes up with a few good reasons to 
become emperor: he could be in danger as a potential threat to Galba, and if he will probably die 
anyway, he may as well die attempting to become emperor (1.21.2). After Otho decides to at 
least die spectacularly, and the assertion that his “character was by no means so effeminate as his 
physique” (non erat Othonis mollis et corpori similis animus, 1.22.1), Otho’s slaves and 
freedmen usurp the spotlight. Otho’s authority over his own decisions is eclipsed when Tacitus 
mentions the role his household played in his revolt. Although Otho has already come up with 
reasons to attempt a coup, his household persuades him in his decision. It would be easy to 
assume that Otho made up his mind by the end of section 21, but the following section suggests 
that he had not, because his slaves and freedmen continue to persuade him to do something he 
has supposedly already considered.172 By elaborating on the extent to which Otho was influenced 
by his household, Tacitus suggests that Otho was encouraged by others at the moment when he 
considered taking up official authority as the emperor. Such a blatant incongruity lends itself to 
humor, which Tacitus exploits in the following passage. 
 Paragraphs 21 and 22 are like a Tacitean weighted alternative writ large: on the one hand, 
Otho believed that he decided for himself; on the other hand, he was persuaded by members of 
his household, who would be typical imperial advisors were he emperor. Many of Tacitus’ 
 
172 It speaks badly for Otho that he has already formulated the problem as a choice between life 
and death, but still has to be persuaded by petty arguments that appeal to luxury and prophecy. 
The slaves’ and freedmen’s appeals to Otho also cast doubt on Otho’s intention to seek glory 
(1.21.1). If he believed his choice was between death and empire, he would presumably not 




alternatives are weighted in favor of the second option,173 including here, where Tacitus 
insinuates that Otho was a follower in his own rebellion.174 In contrast to Otho’s ambition in 
hoping to be adopted by Galba and his desire for imperial wealth to support his luxury, section 
22 portrays the future emperor as indecisive and his plans as haphazard. Section 22 also contains 
significant ingredients of humor, establishing a humorous element in Otho’s character that will 
show up in later episodes. In what follows I provide extended analyses of two key phrases, 
Tacitus’ ironic appraisal of Otho’s household and his caustic jab at the role of astrologers in 
imperial politics. Both phrases, I argue, qualify as jokes according to script theory. 
 The appeals of Otho’s slaves and freedmen emphasize the confusion of his private role 
and (prospective) official role. Tacitus pointedly remarks that they are “treated more 
permissively than is typical in a private house”175 (corruptius quam in privata domo habiti, 
1.22.1). That Tacitus resents the political and social influence of slaves and freedmen is hardly a 
new observation,176 but the oblique phrasing here is significant. Corruptius quam is comparative, 
underlining the implicit comparison between a private house and the imperial palace, where 
imperial freedmen have an entirely new degree of leeway to act in their patron’s name. Tacitus 
has primed the reader for such a comparison with the earlier contrast between principi and 
 
173 Develin has argued that on average, the second part of a Tacitean binary alternative is more 
likely to be true, and usually also more sinister (1983, 86). 
 
174 Keitel points out that Tacitus alone provides Otho with any ability to make decisions 
independently, where other treatments of the same episode do not include any representation of 
Otho’s reasoning (1991, 2783). I take Keitel’s point that Otho is unusually decisive here, but 
contend that Tacitus still does not make Otho entirely responsible for his own decision, and that 
treating his decision at greater length draws more attention to it. 
 
175 This is my revision of Fyfe and Levene’s translation. 
 
176 Damon (2003) gives a summary of Tacitus’ contempt for freedmen in her note on 1.58.1. 
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privato (1.21.1). Corruptius quam in privata domo habiti is the first place where the 
private/official contrast becomes outright humorous because it briefly encapsulates the reversal 
of regular power dynamics. The phrase intensifies the contrast between two opposed scripts, 
what is appropriate for the emperor and what is appropriate for a private citizen, suggesting both 
that emperors alter regular dynamics of power and that they abdicate their nominal authority as a 
matter of course by allowing their freedmen to behave more freely than would the freedmen of a 
private home. 
 This incongruity restates Otho’s central conflict in terms that apply to emperors in 
general. This passage is humorous because it overlays two opposed scripts in a succinct form that 
requires a twist in normal reasoning to make sense: emperors have power but use it to make 
themselves less powerful. Tacitus’ use of humor also allows him to continue elaborating upon 
the official/private tension without directly accusing the principate of hypocrisy, because the 
behavior of Otho’s liberti does not necessarily imply a consistent dynamic in imperial 
households. The quip about Otho’s slaves and freedmen reinforces the context that Tacitus has 
been building: the comparison encourages suspicion of imperial slaves and freedmen, while 
hinting that perhaps the upside-down reasoning supported by the principate is an essential 
flaw.177 
 Finally, corruptius… habiti fits Attardo, Hempelmann, and DiMaio’s discussion of the 
logical mechanism (2002, 4-5)178 and Cicero and Quintilian’s subabsurda (De Orat. 2.274; Inst. 
6.3.99). Tacitus makes an unflattering comment about Otho’s freedmen but implies that their 
 
177 Insinuating rather than declaring bad things about an opponent is a tactic familiar from Cicero 
and Quintilian (De Orat. 2.229-30; Inst. 6.3.28). 
 
178 The description of Otho’s freedmen fits with Attardo’s description of correct but humorous 
reasoning based on proportion (outlined in Attardo et al. 2002, 12-13). 
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behavior is normal in the warped system of the principate. Humor allows this passage 
simultaneously to shock and make sense. Even though Tacitus disapproves of Otho’s household, 
his wording implies that Otho’s treatment of his slaves and freedmen was more appropriate in an 
emperor than in a private citizen. Because his freedmen already have too much influence on him 
while he is a private citizen, they are well prepared for him to become emperor.179 Otho and his 
household are inappropriate candidates to run the empire, but also very similar to previous 
emperors and their households. They do not fit in a “private” script (they exercise too much 
influence), but nor do they fit an “imperial” script (Otho is not yet emperor). 
 Tacitus’ use of humor in this passage allows Otho’s household to be judged on private 
and imperial standards at the same time, and found to be inappropriate for both. Corruptius quam 
in privata domo habiti makes sense as a joke because it includes warped reasoning that reflects 
the practices of earlier emperors. The perverse logic of this passage contains echoes of the court 
of Nero as Tacitus described it at 1.13 and foreshadows the freedmen’s arguments for Otho to 
become emperor. Tacitus portrays Otho’s ascension as outrageous both in the sense that it is 
likely to spark outrage and that it invites a humorous interpretation, because non-humorous 
discourse could not as easily incorporate the contradiction. As Tacitus presents them, the 
freedmen’s arguments exemplify the inverted morality of the principate. They cite Otho’s 
affinity with many faults of the previous regime and Nero himself (1.22.1) in their attempt to 
convince Otho that he should be emperor. The list of supposed prizes of the empire (luxury, 
adultery, lust, etc.) suggests that Otho will be another Nero and continues the humorous idea 
 




that, for emperors, frivolous and immoral desires are a requirement of rather than a 
disqualification for power. 
 Tacitus singles out Otho’s astrologers (apparently a fixed presence in his household) as 
deleterious but inevitable influences: “people of this class always betray the powerful and 
deceive the ambitious; they will always be forbidden and always kept around”180 (genus 
hominum potentibus infidum sperantibus fallax, quod in civitate nostra et vetabitur semper et 
retinebitur, 1.22.1). The phrase genus hominum potentibus infidum sperantibus fallax uses 
elegant parallelism, with a jingle between potentibus and sperantibus. This alone would have 
been sufficient for Tacitus to express his disapproval of astrologers. Instead, he expands the 
thought into a quotable sententia (quod…retinebitur).181 The last part of the sentence has been 
recognized as humorous by Plass,182 and it has the force of both a generalizing sententia and 
surprising inconcinnitas. These typical features of Tacitus’ style make this phrase similar to a 
punchline. The very last word changes the meaning, both disrupting the logic of the sentence 
(how can you forbid and keep something at the same time?) and fitting into the illogical world of 
the principate (if something is forbidden, of course everybody would keep it). 
 The jab at astrologers contains everything required of a joke in script theory: it includes 
overlapping opposed scripts, and even demonstrates that a single word can trigger the transition 
 
180 I have adapted this translation to preserve the passive voice in the final clause. 
 
181 Damon notes that the sententia exaggerates: astrologers were repeatedly expelled from Rome 
or curtailed, but astrology itself was not illegal (2003, ad loc). This exaggeration heightens the 
contrast between the way astrologers behaved and how they were expected to behave, adding to 
the humor. Astrologers are often a nuisance in Tacitus. In the Annales, Tacitus called another 
attempt to banish them “frightening and ineffectual” (Woodman’s translation, atrox et inritum, 
Annales 12.52.3), a similar construction to the one discussed here. 
 
182 Plass calls the passage an example of para prosdokian that “reappears wherever political 
irrationality is to be found” (1988, 59). 
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from one script to another.183 The contrast between vetabitur and retinebitur is obvious, because 
prohibition and retention are literally opposites. If we generalize abstract scripts from this 
example as Raskin recommends (1985, 113-4), the joke reduces to a fundamental opposition 
between good and evil, in that evil should be banished, and good should remain. This phase also 
employs an identifiable logical mechanism, one of Attardo’s component parts of humor (1994, 
223). The upside-down, irrational world of the principate again comes to the fore in the remark 
about astrologers.184 The astrologers are the primary target of the joke, while figures of authority 
who keep astrologers are a secondary, concealed target. The jingling repetition of vetabitur-
retinebitur appeals for its sound,185 and also bears a resemblance to Cicero’s contention that the 
best retorts hijack the words of the original insult (De Orat. 2.277). Because Tacitus’ narration is 
monologic, there is no initial insult, but after vetabitur, retinebitur has some of the force of a 
sarcastic reply. Tacitus wittily highlights a minor flaw for the sake of humor without applying 
 
183 In general, Tacitean humor is more easily understood through a theory of “dissipated” triggers 
that suffuse the text rather than coming up to indicate specific jokes (Attardo 1994, 210-11 uses 
the term “dissipated,” Attardo 2001 chapter 6 discusses diffuse disjunctors as a type of register 
humor. Attardo and Chlopicki 1997, 347-48 hold that such a trigger may be as subtle as “the 
passage from a formal to an informal register.”) The joke about astrologers, however, fits 
Attardo’s model in which ambiguity is concentrated in a single word (Attardo 1994 treats this 
problem at length in chapter 2). 
 
184 The logical mechanism of the astrologer joke seems most similar to Attardo, Hempelmann, 
and DiMaio’s “missing link” mechanism, in which the logic is sound as long as the interpreter 
accepts a false premise (2002, 11). In this case, if the reader accepts that forbidding something 
has the opposite effect, it makes sense that the prohibition against astrologers was never taken 
seriously. 
 
185 Attardo et al. explain soundplay as an “enhancing factor” in jokes (2002, 29). Roman use of 
sound to create humor is well documented. Cicero recommends several forms of punning (De 
Orat. 2.256-7). Quintilian mentions that some words sound funny for no discernable reason (Inst. 
6.3.112). Alliteration is also frequent in Plautus’ comedies. 
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humor to major flaws, in accordance with Cicero and Quintilian’s recommendations (De Orat. 
2.237; Inst. 6.3.28).186 
 Although recognizing the signs of humor in this passage is a first step in investigating 
Tacitus’ use of humor, the goal of my analysis is to determine the effects of and reasons Tacitus 
might have wanted to use humor. Tacitus has already built up the background necessary to 
understand the joke about astrologers. Establishing the idea that the principate is corrupt and 
contradictory is an end in itself, but quick references to it, like the joke here, serve as pointed 
reminders of the theme, and demonstrate ways in which the imperial reversal of morality 
affected everyone involved in politics. Second, the astrologer joke depends on the contrast that 
Tacitus has established between official and private roles, which connects the astrologers to Otho 
and the principate more broadly. Officially, astrologers are forbidden, but unofficially 
(privately), they are popular. The joke links the official/private contrast to hypocritical imperial 
policy: after the general remark about astrologers comes the specific example of Poppea, herself 
an unusual mix of public and private. Astrologers are privy to her private dealings,187 and she is 
referred to as “the imperial marriage” (principalis matrimonii, 1.22.2), part of the private 
household of a public figure.188 Poppea’s involvement with astrologers properly characterizes 
only Nero’s household, but because the information appears while Otho consults an astrologer 
 
186 Tacitus tends to disdain astrologers without suggesting that they were a serious danger. 
Roman emperors did at times place restrictions on astrologers, but more regularly punished their 
elite clients for soliciting subversive predictions (Rives 2011, 684-5). Therefore, astrologers were 
more likely a nuisance suitable for mockery than a menace that required invective. 
 
187 “Private dealings” is my paraphrase for the variety of things that could be meant by secreta. 
Damon gives a summary of proposed meanings (2003, ad loc). I see no reason to argue for a 
particular interpretation here, as all possible interpretations connote privacy. 
 
188 At 1.13.3, when Poppea was the imperial whore (principale scortum), she already presented a 
problematic notion of “public,” as a public figure with a public sexuality. 
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about becoming emperor (and because Poppaea was once Otho’s wife), the criticism extends to 
him as well. Tacitus’ astrologer joke thus reinforces the similarity between Otho and Nero and 
casts Otho’s dilemma between official and private as a typical imperial problem. 
 After criticizing astrologers in general, Tacitus moves on to Otho’s astrologer Ptolemaeus 
in particular. Although Otho has already come up with his own reasons to rebel, Tacitus claims 
that Ptolemaeus was an “instigator of crime” (sceleris instinctor, 1.22.3) who persuaded Otho.189 
Otho accepts (accipiebat, 1.22.2) his astrologer’s predictions, forming his ambitions into a 
concrete plan to install himself as emperor.190 As I have already noted, there is a discrepancy 
between the Otho of section 21, who tries to make up his mind on his own, and the Otho of 
section 22, who is persuaded by a group of unsuitable advisors.191 Otho’s slaves, freedmen, and 
astrologers are portrayed as damaging yet fitting advisors for an imperial household. Previous 
emperors consulted members of their households on political matters, so it makes a perverse kind 
of sense that a successful rebellion begins with the future emperor turning to similar advisors.192 
 
189 Tacitus does not explicitly say that Otho had already decided, but presents his reasoning in 
section 21. By the end of the following section, it seems that Ptolemaeus helped convince Otho. 
Cramer theorizes that Tacitus’ disdain for Ptolemaeus was increased because he was not even an 
eques, not simply because he was an astrologer, as Tacitus is less disdainful of other astrologers 
(1954, 129-30). 
 
190 In fact, Otho’s decision is attributed in part to cupidine ingenii humani (1.22.2), which is not 
just a personal flaw of Otho’s but a general human problem. Even when he accepts Ptolemaeus’ 
predictions, he does so out of instinct as much as choice. 
 
191 Perkins says that Tacitus “compresses Otho’s motives so that they are simultaneous rather 
than sequential” (1993, 852-3), which might simplify the difficulty of what persuaded Otho to 
revolt. I do not see Otho’s self-persuasion and persuasion by his freedmen as necessarily 
simultaneous, because Tacitus does after all put one after the other. 
 
192 In contrast, both Vitellius and Vespasian are advised by other politicians when they decide to 
become emperor (1.52, 2.76). That Otho gets advice from his own household is not unusual in 
itself, but it is significant that Tacitus mentions no advisors other than members of his household. 
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 Tacitus continues the humorous strand that began when Otho decided to become 
emperor. He repeatedly uses humor to emphasize the ominous continuity between Otho and Nero 
and to demonstrate that Otho is never actually in charge during his tenure as emperor. Tacitus 
continues to use the themes he set up with humor in describing Otho’s revolt: one of his 
freedmen, Onomastus, plays a key role in the conspiracy (1.25.1),193 and Otho’s similarity to 
Nero is a factor in his favor with some (1.25.2).194 The conspiracy narrative uses some humor, as 
it includes another of Tacitus’ famous epigrams: “so a couple of common soldiers took it upon 
themselves to hand over the Roman Empire—and they accomplished it” (suscepere duo 
manipulares imperium populi Romani transferendum et transtulerunt, 1.25.1).195 Like the 
sententia on astrologers at 1.22.1, this passage becomes humorous in its last two words, which 
reveal that it is a compound sentence in which the second part contains a surprise, much like a 
punchline.196 This example plays to shock value as much as humor, because the political power 
of the two soldiers is genuinely unprecedented whereas the astrologers were an open secret; yet 
 
193 One of the only other places Onomastus appears is at 1.27, in which he brings the news of the 
mutiny to Otho, who departs from a sacrifice over which Galba is presiding to join his partisans 
and begin his coup. Fraser has proposed that his name there is a joke understood by Otho but not 
Galba, as Onomastus is the one who “names” Otho emperor (2007, 628). Tacitus does not draw 
attention to Onomastus’ name at 1.25, but the later passage reflects the freedman’s importance in 
the plot to make Otho emperor. Fraser argues that the passage is structured around Otho’s own 
contemptuous sense of humor, and that the odd details Tacitus includes in this scene are signs 
that Otho was mocking Rome even as he prepared to take control of it. Although I find Fraser’s 
argument interesting, Otho’s sense of humor does not seem to have much of a relationship with 
the humorous motifs that Tacitus uses to characterize Otho.  
 
194 Later, Tacitus suggests that Otho may have consciously exploited his similarity to Nero to 
win over the populace (1.78.2). 
 
195 This translation is slightly adapted from Fyfe and Levine. 
 
196 Plass discusses this sententia as an example of absurdity that reveals “conflict of intentions 
[that] affects fundamental moral and political norms” and has a punchline (1988, 35; 60). 
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the use of humor is similar. Otho’s coup is characterized by the same type of irrational logic that 
Tacitus has associated with Nero, and supported by a similar cast of supposedly insignificant 
people who in fact rule their rulers. Otho becomes emperor, but his freedman and two soldiers 
facilitate his rise. As Otho becomes more powerful, the humorous strand is emphasized as the 
discrepancy between his nominal and actual influence becomes more obvious.197 
Vitellius’ Accession, part 1 
 In contrast to his treatment of Otho, which depends on sustained tension between power 
and lack of power, Tacitus suggests that Vitellius never displayed more agency than at the 
moment he was declared emperor.198 Nevertheless, even in that episode Vitellius remains 
unimpressive, because Tacitus reinforces the image of him as useless both before and after his 
declaration. When Vitellius takes control of the troops in Germany, he sends a decisive message 
to the other legions that they should quickly choose between him and Galba (1.56.2). This 
demonstration of agency, however, is undercut by Tacitus’ account of the events leading up to it. 
The last thing Vitellius did before making this declaration was form a vague desire to become 
emperor (1.52.4),199 and between that event and Vitellius’ decisive message, Caecina, the 
 
197 Another example of the discrepancy between Otho’s rank and his authority is Otho’s arrival 
at the Golden Milestone, where he finds only a handful of soldiers waiting to hail him emperor 
(1.25), an incident that Ash has labelled bathetic (1999, 27). 
 
198 Ash calls Tacitus’ Vitellius “the catalyst more than the cause of the movement” (1999, 37). 
Späth argues that Tacitus’ portrayal of Vitellius as indecisive taps into ancient ideas about proper 
performance of masculinity, and that Vitellius consistently falls short of Otho in this regard 
because Otho makes decisions where Vitellius does not (2011, 434). 
 
199 Plass sees “to form desires more than hopes” (adapted from Fyfe and Levene, ut 
concupisceret magis quam ut speraret, 1.52.4) as an example of a witty antithetical epigram 
(1988, 52). I admit there may be a modicum of humor at Vitellius’ expense here, but not as much 
as in Otho’s characterization. Keitel draws a parallel between the use of concupisceret here and 
at 1.21.1, where Otho encourages himself to aspire to the principate, so Tacitus was also drawing 
a comparison between the two emperors in this passage (1991, 2784-5). In my opinion, that 
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Lingones, and the soldiers and officers of several legions are increasingly eager to rebel. 
Immediately before, the same soldiers were unable to rebel because they could not find a 
plausible imperial candidate (1.55.4). Even earlier, Tacitus locates the causes of Vitellius’ 
rebellion in events that happened before Vitellius arrived in Germany (1.51). By describing the 
officers’ and soldiers’ enthusiasm while attributing only a vague willingness to Vitellius, Tacitus 
implies that Vitellius had a rare decisive moment only after others had set events in motion. 
Vitellius’ letter is the single thing that he has to do to become viable as a potential emperor, but 
Tacitus undercuts his agency even in this. Although Tacitus explicitly attributes the contents of 
the message to Vitellius, he does so not by making him the subject of the sentence, but by using 
an ablative of agent (missi a Vitellio ad legionis legatosque, 1.56.3).200 Tacitus therefore 
downplays Vitellius’ influence as he does Otho’s, but without bringing Vitellius’ exalted 
position and lack of personal agency into a vivid contrast as he does with Otho.201 Tacitus’ 
Vitellius does not always display consistency in his character, but does nothing shocking enough 
to trigger a script opposition sufficient for humor.  
Tacitus does not dwell on the oddness of Vitellius’ behavior because he does not present 
it as a central part of the episode. When Otho’s household and a few lowly soldiers conspire in 
 
comparison highlights the foolishness of both but also makes Otho look more decisive almost by 
default. 
 
200 Ash calls Vitellius’ 1.56.3 declaration “remarkably languid” (1999, 110). Damon also notes 
that the sentence immediately prior to this one uses the passive with no indication of agent, and 
so “reduces to nil Vitellius’ part in the decision to challenge Galba” (2003, 1.56.2). 
 
201 Later, when Vitellius’ forces defeat Otho and he becomes emperor, Tacitus points out that 
Vitellius was ignorant of his own victory (2.57.1). Although news did travel slowly in the ancient 
world, Ash calls this passage an example that “reveal[s] his irrelevance to the movement which 
brought him to power” (2007, 11). The later passage confirms that Vitellius had little influence 
in his own success and provides another example where Tacitus portrays Vitellius as useless.  
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his favor, Tacitus repeatedly draws attention to the inappropriateness of their involvement in 
imperial politics, but in Vitellius’ case, Tacitus treats the combination of an enthusiastic army 
and a hesitating general as normal.202 To be certain, Tacitus has not changed his negative 
evaluation of the rebellious troops, but he treats them as an expected part of Vitellius’ coup. 
Vitellius is therefore even more irrelevant in his own rebellion than Otho is in his: Otho at least 
might have had his own desire to seize power, Vitellius simply happened to be in charge of a 
rebellious army.203 
 Tacitus continually draws parallels between Otho and Vitellius, specifically information 
already established with Otho to make unfavorable comparisons to Vitellius. When Vitellius 
arrives in Germany, he, like Otho in Spain, has some success in mitigating the problems there 
(1.52), which is a surprise, but not much of a joke. Again, expectations are low, and the 
discrepancy between them and his actual performance is odd but not contradictory. Tacitus 
claims that Vitellius had some ambition and tried to act well because he was ambitious (1.52.1), 
but Tacitus neither names the goals to which Vitellius aspired nor draws out any inherent 
contradiction.204 For Otho, private status and public ambitions were mutually contradictory, and 
 
202 Ash suggests that Tacitus uses the Vitellian rebellion to illustrate a particular crisis of the 
military hierarchy (1999, 95), which might make the Vitellians’ rebellion not so much normal as 
new and foreboding. 
 
203 Ash makes a similar point, albeit without specific reference to humor. For Ash, Tacitus’ 
Vitellius is a cog in the imperial machine, while Tacitus filters multiple impressions of Otho 
through various contemporary perspectives (1999, 106-107). 
 
204 Laziness and ambition are not natural companions, but nor are they incompatible in this 
situation. Vitellius does not exert himself much (the injustices he addresses are implied to have 
been egregious) and does not manage to fool or persuade the soldiers: they understand him as 
“lowly” (humilis) and without judgment about money (sine iudicio). They consider him a 
prospect for emperor because of their own “greed for power” (aviditate imperandi, 1.52.1). 
Finally, Tacitus presents the soldiers’ positive impression of Vitellius as their perception, using 
the verb accipiebantur rather than one that would suggest Vitellius purposely promoted himself 
(1.52.2). Tacitus repeatedly associates ambition with the soldiers rather than with Vitellius.  
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Tacitus demonstrated that they were both incompatible and intertwined with each other. The 
opposite is true of Vitellius. His ambition and laziness are separate: his public behavior is the 
opposite of his true nature, a put-on rather than the result of a complex thought process. He 
barely agitates for power, and accepts it only once it is offered. Where Tacitus portrays Otho first 
as struggling with his own choice then relying on the political advice of his household (1.22), he 
provides almost no hints as to Vitellius’ thought process, an unusual omission in an author 
known for supplying multiple possible motivations to historical figures. By leaving Vitellius’ 
mind as a blank, Tacitus avoids much of the complexity and tension that are essential to the 
humor associated with Otho. 
 In addition, Tacitus’ refusal to describe Vitellius’ mind at the moment of his accession 
contributes to a larger trend in which Tacitus minimizes Vitellius’ impact in his narrative and 
instead emphasizes the other political actors that made him emperor. Although Tacitus says that 
Otho also was raised to imperium by forces beyond his control, much of the humor in his 
treatment comes from Otho’s attempts to negotiate control over his own political trajectory. 
Vitellius, in contrast, rarely seems even to notice that decisions are being made for him. Vitellius 
appears to swallow Caecina and Valens’ arguments that he become emperor without question 
(1.52)205 and must be convinced to capitalize on opportunities that have dropped into his lap 
(Keitel 1991, 2786-87). Otho is caught between ambition and private concerns that convince him 
to assume public office for private reasons. Vitellius accepts that his family history is simply too 
illustrious for him not to become emperor, although that claim is preposterous (1.52.4). Caecina 
and Valens’ argument that “imperial dignity makes it unsafe for him to remain a private citizen” 
 
205 Tacitus emphasizes Valens and Caecina’s importance in Tacitus in comparison to the parallel 
tradition (Ash 1999, 109). 
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(imponere iam pridem imperatoris dignationem et auferre privati securitatem, 1.52.4)206 is 
familiar from the system of warped imperial logic,207 but does not truly apply to Vitellius. He has 
been sent to command an army on the verge of mutiny because the current emperor found him 
unthreatening. Besides, his family was famous as flatterers of emperors, not potential emperors 
themselves.208 Vitellius is deluded if he believes that he is too important to remain a private 
citizen. Such a delusion might be a source of humor for some of Tacitus’ readers, but it does not 
approach the complex paradoxes that repeat in Tacitus’ treatment of Otho. Tacitus does not 
expand on any potential humor related to Vitellius because Vitellius is not a crucial element in 
his narrative. Instead, Tacitus repeats through Vitellius’ advisers several of the same arguments 
that Otho used in order to demonstrate that such justifications have become commonplace that 
any ambitious minor official might employ to motivate a sluggish potential emperor. 
 Instead of lavishing attention on the character of Vitellius, Tacitus exploits Vitellius’ 
blankness to detail the cascade of events that propel Vitellius to become emperor. Vitellius’ 
partisans are anomalous in their sudden devotion to such an uninspiring figure, but the oddness 
 
206 In context, Valens and Caecina are persuading Vitellius that he is the best possible candidate 
for emperor: “Verginius was quite right to hesitate. He came from a family of knights, and his 
father was a nobody. He would have failed, had he accepted the empire: his refusal saved him. 
Vitellius’ father was consul three times, and he was censor with an emperor for his colleague. 
That long ago gave him imperial dignity, and makes it unsafe for him to remain a private citizen” 
(1.52.4, merito dubitasse Verginium equestri familia, ignoto patre, imparem si recepisset 
imperium, tutum si recusasset; Vitellio tres patris consulatus, censuram, collegium Caesaris et 
imponere iam pridem imperatoris dignationem et auferre privati securitatem). 
 
207 Otho uses a similar line of reasoning when he worries that he is too prominent to survive 
Galba’s reign without being his heir (1.21.1), but in Otho’s case the conclusion is more 
reasonable, because he is much closer to imperial power, Galba has shown him disfavor, and 
Piso has reason to resent him. 
 
208 In the Annales, Tacitus says Vitellius’ father was “regarded by posterity as an example of 
sycophantic disgrace” (Woodman’s translation, 6.32.4). 
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of the circumstances in fact helps to dramatize the multi-lateral scramble to install an emperor.209 
Instead of using the humor he used with Otho, Tacitus emphasizes the slippage between what 
Vitellius is and what he should be in ways that hardly reflect on Vitellius himself. Tacitus draws 
attention to the discrepancy between Vitellius’ laziness and the soldiers’ hard work (1.62), but 
the scripts do not overlap. Vitellius’ behavior does not affect his supporters’ morale. At two 
points (1.62 and 3.13), the soldiers who support Vitellius actually attempt to influence him rather 
than vice versa (Keitel 1991, 2786). Tacitus finds this dynamic anomalous (mira, 1.62.1),210 and 
explicitly focuses on that oddness, putting first what in a humorous sentence would be delayed to 
become a punchline. Besides, the surprise (and therefore the potential for humor) is more in the 
good conduct of the soldiers than in their commander’s inertia. Tacitus has already called 
Vitellius lazy. It is the soldiers who are characterized here, and any humor present comes from 
the contrast between their enthusiasm and Vitellius’ indolence. The soldiers are the actors, and 
therefore the people whose character Tacitus chose to flesh out in this section. Vitellius himself 
is more an unfortunate fact than a leader, or even a joke. Humor would not be useful here as 
Vitellius makes no effort to conceal his failings, which are concrete and simple rather than 
abstract and complex. “He’s fat and lazy” is not a joke, but merely an observation.211 
 
209 For Caecina and Valens, Vitellius’ most prominent generals, this state of affairs is a qualified 
success: “The rivalry between Valens and Caecina left Vitellius no authority at all” (inter 
discordes Vitellio nihil auctoritas, 2.92.1). 
 
210 Elsewhere, Tacitus expects troops to be influenced by their commanders. Later, some of 
Vitellius’ commanders display a laziness to rival his own (3.76), and the army imitates Vitellius 
(at 2.68.1, they act more like party guests than soldiers), but in Vitellius’ initial campaign to 
become emperor, their behavior conflicts with his. Ash has an in-depth examination of Vitellius’ 
influence on his troops (1999, 113-114). Pigón cites this passage as a particularly extreme 
contrast between Vitellius’ passivity and his soldiers’ activity (2017, 214). 
 
211 These qualities could contribute to humor in a different context (for example, a modern 
Garfield cartoon) but not in Tacitus. Here, they are merely unfortunate details. 
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 Most of Tacitus’ snide comments about Vitellius are similar, in that they are insults 
without wit.212 Later on, Tacitus assigns Vitellius a few more personality traits, but these get 
little attention after being established: Vitellius’ inconsistency is more of a reality than a joke. 
His “fickleness of mind” (mobilitate ingenii, 2.57.2) is of a piece with imperial self-
contradiction, but so ingrained in his character from the start that it hardly parallels the concealed 
motivations of other emperors. Further mentions of Vitellius continue to illustrate the conflict 
between his ability and his authority, but in the end, it is a conflict without humor.213 Like Otho, 
Vitellius largely fades out of focus during the civil war between his forces and those of his 
successor, but unlike Otho, Vitellius was never crucial to the deposition of his predecessor. 
Otho’s conflict is important because it influences the direction of the civil war, but Vitellius is 
not an influence on history so much as a conduit for the Rhine legions to do what they already 
planned to do. 
Otho and his Supporters 
 Tacitus presents Otho’s relationship with his partisans as equally perverse, but with more 
complex implications. Tacitus’ humorous characterization of Otho is already established by the 
 
212 Tacitus elaborates on Vitellius’ failings in the same passage discussed above, and all 
Vitellius’ failings are material: luxury, drunkenness, and overeating (1.62.2). Cruelty, ambition, 
hypocrisy, and deviousness are absent here, although Tacitus frequently imputes them to other 
emperors. Tacitus also narrates Vitellius’ flaws flatly, without obscuring them. Moral disgust is 
part of Tacitus’ emotional palette for other emperors, too, but in his treatment of other emperors 
it is often mixed with cynical resignation that Rome had deteriorated so much that it was no 
wonder emperors had, too (or, conversely, that the emperors’ deterioration encouraged that of 
Rome). That conflict between disgust with the bad and resignation to the inevitable is frequent in 
Tacitean humor, but it is absent as regards Vitellius. 
 
213 Opposed, non-overlapping scripts generate tragedy rather than humor (Attardo 1994, 203-4). 
Mobilitas also has a sinister element. Keitel connects mobilitas to Vitellius’ misunderstanding of 
friendship, and connects that flaw to a motif in which tyrants are unable to tell friends from 
enemies (2008, 922). Späth sees mobilitas ingenii as a sign of inactivity and therefore a flaw in 
masculinity (2012, 446). 
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time Otho makes his first speech to the soldiers revolting against Galba. The speech not only 
continues but also expands upon the humorous motifs that Tacitus has already attached to Otho. 
In his speech, Otho explicitly acknowledges that he is divided between private and official 
concerns, and attempts to turn this dilemma in his favor. According to him, the soldiers should 
remain loyal to him because their destinies are inextricably linked. Perhaps Otho’s rhetoric 
works on his partisans, but the background Tacitus has set up gives the speech a humorous 
undertone for readers. Immediately before Otho begins speaking, Tacitus reiterates the tension in 
Otho’s character: “Otho, for his part, was not slow to salute the crowd with outstretched hand 
and throw kisses to them. In every way he played a slave to gain a throne” (ne deerat Otho 
protendens manus adorare vulgum iacere oscula et omnia serviliter pro dominatione, 1.36.3). 
The key words privatus and princeps are absent here, but the opposed scripts are present, even 
exaggerated. Behaving like a slave (serviliter) would have been degrading for a Roman 
aristocrat, and dominatio connotes a stronger, more tyrannical power than imperium and 
foreshadows the danger Otho will pose as emperor.214 Again, Tacitus puts a punchline (pro 
dominatione) at the very end, where it is both shocking and humorous. Tacitus builds up Otho’s 
servile behavior at length, then reiterates that his behavior was meant to make him emperor. 
Serviliter is placed immediately before pro dominatione, where it emphasizes the incompatibility 
between slavery and authority. Tacitus presents Otho as humorous on the basis of his 
contradictory behavior and the degree of his followers’ control over him. Although Otho is about 
 
214 Shochat sees serviliter as a dramatic enough description to be serious invective (1981, 365). I 
acknowledge the seriousness of the accusation, but argue that it also creates humor. 
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to become emperor, he is not truly in control: the soldiers exercise power over him more than he 
does over them.215 
 Tacitus makes it clear in this passage that even Otho knows that he is caught between 
public office and private life, between imperium and powerlessness. When he speaks to his 
troops, he introduces himself using these very contrasts: “In what guise I come forward to 
address you, fellow soldiers, I cannot tell. Dubbed emperor by you, I dare not call myself a 
private citizen: yet ‘emperor’ I cannot say with another in power” (quis ad vos processerim, 
commilitones, dicere non possum, quia nec privatum me vocare sustineo princeps a vobis 
nominatus, nec principem alio imperante, 1.37.1).216 The contradictions are apparent, but still 
confusing.217 Even though Otho, the instigator of the rebellion, wants to be emperor, he avoids 
declaring his goal and instead makes his part in the coup sound passive. He claims to be emperor 
at the soldiers’ behest (princeps a vobis nominatus), concealing his agency in the matter by using 
a passive participle with the ablative of personal agent. Otho is lying (Tacitus has made it clear to 
the reader that he encouraged the revolt on purpose), but because the lie is so obvious in Tacitus’ 
context, it is humorous and disconcerting that Otho does not admit to spearheading this revolt. 
 
215 Pigón asserts that Tacitus presents the soldiers, not the commanders, as the most important 
actors in every side of the civil war of 69 except in the case of troops commanded by Vespasian 
(2017, 211). 
 
216 There is additional irony in this passage because Otho calls the soldiers commilitones before 
later claiming that they have no name either. Damon implies that Otho’s use of the term is 
inappropriate, as Otho could only have been a fellow soldier in the loosest sense (2003, ad loc). 
Plass sees this first sentence as Otho’s admission that he is a fraudulent emperor (1988, 121). 
Keitel considers this another sign that normalcy has been overturned, because the closest 
parallels in earlier historical writing have generals claiming that they do not know how to 
correctly address a mutinous army and therefore shaming it, whereas here Otho does not know 
how to identify himself before the army that he is riling up to mutiny (Keitel 1987, 74). 
 
217 In script theory, humor is one way that people can make sense of utterances that do not make 
sense at first (Raskin 1985, 59-67; Attardo 1994, 128-29). 
 
 112 
 In historical context, Otho’s speech vividly demonstrates his weaknesses. The disconnect 
between what Otho tells his soldiers and what Tacitus’ readers know to be the case is part of the 
discrepancy between what emperors say and what is actually true. Unlike the more gullible 
among Otho’s followers, Tacitus’ readers can perceive the difference and recognize the 
humorous tone in this passage. As Otho himself says, he is both a powerful emperor and a 
powerless private citizen. Such a blatant contradiction is funny because it is an obvious lie meant 
to solidify support despite its incredibility,218 and an indicator of a dangerously unstable 
government. Neither interpretation should be removed—as in O’Gorman’s discussion of irony, 
interpretation is the responsibility of the individual reader (2000, 11-2). In this example, I argue 
that the ironic tension is left unresolved through the use of humor. Otho is right either way (he is 
a private citizen and will shortly become an emperor), but he is also certainly wrong (he is trying 
to become an emperor, but will never be able to control the people who made him emperor). The 
ambiguity of humor allows Otho’s central conflict to be true even while it is impossible. 
 Otho begins by advertising his uncertainty about his role. His opening phrase, “In what 
guise I come forward to address you,” (quis ad vos processerim, 1.37.1) suggests that Otho has 
an almost third-person relationship with himself at this moment. The English phrase “In what 
guise I come forward to address you,” suggests the possibility of deception or difficulty 
interpreting things as they are.219 In Latin, quis ad vos processerim does not suggest disguise as 
much as transformation, inside as well as out. Although Fyfe and Levene’s translation is more 
readable, I suggest that Otho’s uncertainty is more pronounced: “[I don’t know] who it is that I 
 
218 Tacitus’ portrayal of Nero at 1.13 establishes that when emperors lie, they must be believed 
even when their lies are obvious. 
 
219 Heubner suggests “in welcher Eigenschaft ich vor euch getreten bin” (1963, ad loc), which 
seems similar, with maybe the nuance of “capacity” or “character” instead of “guise.” 
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am as I address you.” Otho has been exercising more agency than his speech lets on and he is 
being deceptive, but his deception is not emphasized. The start of the speech, therefore, 
encourages a sense that Otho’s role is fragile and likely to change at the whim of his 
supporters.220 This background supports humor that comes later. 
 The opposed scripts that underlie Otho’s opening words to the troops bring illogical 
reasoning with them: Otho cannot maintain that he is a private citizen when the troops call him 
emperor, but he also cannot be the emperor when somebody else occupies the position.221 The 
paradox presented here could be funny in itself, and becomes more absurd under scrutiny. Otho’s 
claim that he can no longer call himself a private citizen because he has been named emperor is a 
contradiction because if he has no power to maintain that he is a private citizen, he must be the 
emperor, but all the power to name an emperor is located with the troops, as the use of a perfect 
passive participle and ablative of agent suggest. Otho is either an emperor in name only at the 
beck and call of the army or a liar trying to gain power by deception. When he says that he must 
not be the emperor, he implies that he has the power to declare himself emperor,222 but he clearly 
does not have that power, because Galba is also still emperor. Again, the soldiers are the ones 
who hold power, because they can forcibly remove or install an emperor. Otho, meanwhile, 
comes off as doubly helpless, able neither to reject nor accept power. The absurdity of a 
powerless man asking permission to exercise power is humorous. Tacitus continues to present 
 
220 In addition, Keitel sees the opening of Otho’s first speech as a reversal of anti-mutiny 
harangues in which generals express confusion about what to call their troops, a topos that 
therefore emphasizes the chaos of civil war (1987, 74). 
 
221 The phrase may also contain an etymological pun on princeps: there cannot be two emperors 
because two cannot be “first” at the same time. Thanks to Robert Babcock for this observation. 
 
222 I assume that the construction implied here is nec principem [me vocare sustineo]. 
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the relationship between Otho and the soldiers who made him emperor as humorous and 
ominous. 
 Otho’s first speech is a culmination of Tacitus’ humorous portrayal of him so far and 
reiterates the themes that have already been introduced with humor. Otho succeeds in gaining 
power through the efforts of people who ostensibly already support him: earlier his household, 
here the army. Although emperors normally delegate responsibility, Otho does more than that by 
repeatedly obeying the wishes of his partisans even as he seeks greater nominal authority. The 
speech seems designed to flatter the troops by playing up Otho’s reliance on their favor, but what 
is a rhetorical strategy from Otho’s perspective reveals greater truths for readers of Tacitus’ 
narrative.223 
 As the speech goes on, Otho introduces a historiographical topos, the breakdown of 
social roles and language during civil wars (Damon 2003, ad loc).224 In describing Galba’s 
cruelty, Otho contends that Galba gave his vicious policies virtuous names: slaughter is 
“correction,” crimes are “remedies,” punishments are “discipline,” etc.225 Otho demonstrates a 
 
223 At this point in the narrative, Tacitus has dropped few hints as to whether Otho understands 
that his supporters can dictate his choices. Later, at 1.83.1, Tacitus suggests that Otho does 
realize how much influence the soldiers have over him, but in this passage Otho could be either 
an unscrupulous politician or a clueless buffoon. 
 
224 This motif goes back at least as far as Thucydides, who articulated it in a famous passage on 
the chaos that enveloped Corcyra during the later stages of its disastrous civil war (3.82.3-4). As 
O’Gorman explains, “Tacitus situates himself in a tradition of skeptical historiography” by using 
the motif (2000, 14). Keitel points out that Histories 1 engages with this motif consistently, and 
may echo Sallust’s treatment of similar themes (e.g. Bellum Catilinae 10.5), and therefore have a 
referent in Roman civil war (2006, 223-224). 
 
225 “What province is there in the empire, what military camp, that has not been polluted with 
massacre? He calls it ‘salutary correction.’ For his ‘remedies’ are what other people call crimes: 
his cruelty is disguised as ‘strictness,’ his avarice as ‘economy,’ while by ‘discipline’ he means 
punishing and insulting you.” (quae usquam provincia, quae castra sunt nisi cruenta et maculata 
aut, ut ipse praedicat, emendata et correcta? nam quae alii scelera, hic remedia vocat, dum 
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straightforward use of the trope of disordered communication. His speech so far contains few 
other signs of humor besides irony, which is inherent in assigning incorrect names to things. 
Otho’s irony is scathing rather than humorous, and the strategy makes sense because he is 
genuinely attempting to persuade the soldiers. The speech’s structure minimizes its humorous 
potential: some true names are given after the false ones, and toward the end of the sentences, 
but other sentences reverse that order, and once the pattern has been established, it is not difficult 
to guess what qualities will be their opposites.226 Instead of blurring opposite qualities, Otho 
separates real and false virtues as clearly as possible. A minimum of perverse joke-logic remains 
in this passage. By making his use of irony so clear, Otho limits its humorous potential.227 From 
the start, he signals the “correct” interpretation of his speech, the one he wants the soldiers to 
understand. Before introducing the false names motif, he recounts Galba’s past cruelty 
(trucidaverit, decimari deditos iuberet, the spate of murders from Obultronius Sabinus to 
Nymphidius, 1.37.2-3), so that once he does employ irony, the soldiers already know what they 
are meant to think of Galba (and, given that they are committing mutiny against his regime, they 
 
falsis nominibus severitatem pro saevitia, parsimoniam pro avaritia, supplicia et contumelias 
vestras disciplinam appellat, 1.37.4). Keitel takes note of this passage as the first appearance in 
the Histories of the motif of breakdown of values in civil war (2006, 236). 
 
226 nisi cruenta…emendata et correcta (1.37.4) is the sole example in which the false name 
comes after the true name. When the false names come before the true names, the true ones are 
not much of a surprise: servitatem pro saevitia, parsimoniam pro avaritia (1.37.4) is a simple 
sequence of opposites, and both severity and greed have already been associated with Galba. The 
final pair, supplicia et contumelias vestras pro disciplinam (1.37.4) refers to another typical 
characteristic of Galba’s, and is easy to guess. 
 
227 The scripts here are opposed but not overlapping, which is to say they do conflict with each 
other, but because each script takes over from the last without overlap; this does not result in 
humor (Attardo 1994, 203-4). In contrast, when Otho comments on his own unstable role (half 
princeps, half privatus), he acknowledges the difficulty rather than the irony of his situation. 
 
 116 
probably already shared that opinion).228 Otho notes the difference between the false and true 
terms by reminding his audience that Galba is responsible for the incongruity (vocat, falsis 
nominibus, appellat, 1.37.4), and therefore blames only Galba for imperial hypocrisy. When one 
man (Galba) uses positive terms to describe his own cruel behavior, nothing is wrong with reality 
as most people experience it. Instead, that man is probably just lying.229 Therefore, even though 
Otho attacks Galba with irony, the irony in his speech is more straightforward and aggressive 
than the irony that Tacitus uses in his narrative. Some of the same techniques are employed, but 
the overall tone changes considerably. The difference is that between insult and more subtle 
characterization, but also that between the strategy of an orator and that of a narrator: Otho as 
orator needs to convince the soldiers to follow him, while Tacitus the narrator wants to persuade 
readers of his complex interpretation of history. 
 Although Otho’s message is relatively clear, Tacitus, as author, uses Otho’s speech to 
articulate his humorous criticisms of the principate. Otho communicates no humor to his 
audience, but Tacitus implies it to his readers. While accusing Galba of compounding his cruelty 
by giving it the names of virtues (1.37.2-4), Otho himself misuses language by calling on the 
soldiers to display their virtus in overthrowing Galba and by appealing to the Senate and people 
(Keitel 1987, 75; 1991, 2779). Otho may succeed in distancing himself from Galba in the eyes of 
 
228 Otho does refer sarcastically to Galba’s “clemency” (lenitatis) at 1.37.2, but because this use 
of irony is contained in one word and preceded by a warning that Galba will punish anyone who 
rebels without defeating him, lenitatis would not be any more confusing or humorous than the 
later pairs are. 
 
229 Irony and lies have much in common, but here Tacitus implies something more complex than 
that Otho is simply lying. My reading of this passage is influenced by O’Gorman’s discussion of 
the layers of ambiguity that surround Tiberius. O’Gorman argues that Tacitus deliberately 
portrays Tiberius as extremely difficult to interpret in order to illustrate the futility of attempting 
interpretation while at the same time revealing all the secrets Tiberius attempts to keep (2000, 
79-81). Otho’s speech is a less subtle example of a similar phenomenon, in which Tacitus 
demonstrates that a character is lying, but also presents the effects of his lies on his audience. 
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his internal audience (the soldiers), but Tacitus has constructed his speech to resemble an anti-
Otho speech given by Galba’s heir, Piso.230 Piso uses the same trope of meanings disordered by 
civil war to attack Otho. In a speech meant to discourage more troops from joining Otho (1.29-
30), Piso attempts to undermine him by saying, “His vices are all he has to be proud of. They 
ruined the empire, even when he was playing the part of an emperor’s friend” (vitia quibus solis 
gloriatur evertere imperium, etiam cum amicum imperatoris ageret, 1.30.1). Piso intends to 
expose Otho as a hypocrite, but it hardly matters because hypocrisy was never a serious 
impediment to his becoming emperor. Piso states that Otho is actually proud of his own vices, 
and that some might be fooled into believing Otho: “Extravagance deceives some people: they 
take it for liberality” (falluntur quibus luxuria specie liberalitatis imponit, 1.30.1). Piso even 
admits that Rome’s Senate and people may have lost their authority and become “empty names” 
(vacua nomina, 1.30.2). In mentioning that Otho’s vices may seem to be virtues and that even the 
names of Rome’s institutions have begun to be eroded, Piso employs the motif of meanings 
changing in civil wars. 
 Although Piso is ostensibly Otho’s most hated enemy,231 he and Otho give remarkably 
similar speeches. Piso’s argument against Otho, and by extension Neronian politics, is grounded 
in Galba’s claim that he deserved to be emperor because of his austere virtues. Galba indicated 
that he decided to adopt Piso because of his ancestry and phlegmatic endurance of good and bad 
fortune (1.15), so Piso keeps up that image in his speech. It is clear, however, that “virtue” is not 
an effective political strategy. Tacitus has previously cited Otho’s resemblance to Nero as an 
 
230 Otho’s and Piso’s speeches are also linked because both are exhortations to the troops, a type 
of speech not employed in the parallel tradition (Keitel 1987, 73). 
 
231 Tacitus says after Piso’s death: “Piso being an enemy and a rival, [Otho] considered it a pious 




advantage (1.25.2), and Galba’s ostensibly virtuous decision not to bribe the soldiers into loyalty 
contributes to his downfall. Piso’s reliance on virtue does not help and could even hurt his cause. 
Piso seems aware that his moral appeal is ineffective, because he concludes the speech by 
arguing that even if the soldiers do not care about the Senate or the current emperor, they should 
at least want to prevent other soldiers from installing their own emperor (1.30.2). In depicting 
Piso’s strategy, Tacitus uses dramatic irony to show that Galba believes he knows what the 
soldiers want (good, old-fashioned virtues), whereas Otho knows what they actually want 
(money). Piso’s point is that Otho is not traditionally virtuous enough to be emperor, but Tacitus 
has already undermined the idea that traditional virtues have anything to do with political success 
under the principate (Keitel 2006, 229). If indeed vices have become virtues and virtues have 
become vices, Piso and Galba are at fault for failing to notice.232 
 
232 I agree with Keitel that this speech emphasizes the collapse of traditional values and that 
Piso’s emphasis on virtue does not fit political reality (1991, 2775-6), but I disagree that Piso’s 
speech reinforces a bad impression of Otho (1991, 2777). Keitel argues that Tacitus does not 
portray Galba’s rule as cruel, but only harsh, and that this is borne out by Tacitus’ word choice: 
he does not use scelus in relation to Galba (1991, 2780). Most of Keitel’s objections to the idea 
that Tacitus portrays Galba as cruel apply to Otho as well. Tacitus does call Otho’s conspiracy a 
scelus, but attributes the idea for the crime to Otho’s partisans (1.22.3, 40.2, 42) and in one 
instance the term is focalized through one of Galba’s supporters (1.43.1). In addition, one use of 
scelus as it pertains to Otho criticizes Otho’s supporters as much as it does Otho (1.45.2, 
discussed further below), and Tacitus later concedes that Otho’s worst flaws never had a chance 
to manifest in his rule (1.71.1, 2.11.3). Tacitus makes Otho look neither good nor vicious. In 
light of this evidence, I suggest that Piso’s speech has no superior moral value, and that Otho’s 





 Although there is no way that Otho could have heard Piso’s speech,233 Tacitus constructs 
Otho’s speech as a response to Piso’s.234 Otho argues that it is Galba who is actually responsible 
for distorting the meanings of words, while he himself wants to fix the confusion. By unwittingly 
using the same rhetorical strategy as Piso, Otho advances a moralistic view of the principate that 
he has already flouted. The discrepancy between his moral pose and his previous actions 
contributes to the sense of irony in this passage. As before, Otho’s choice of rhetoric is ironic 
because in theory it should not work, but it convinces his supporters. In addition, when Otho 
accuses Galba of distorting meanings, it further undermines Piso’s argument by revealing it as 
nothing more than a convenient piece of rhetoric. When both sides use the same motif against 
each other, the motif begins to seem empty. 
 After Galba is dead and Otho becomes emperor, he struggles to exercise his nominal 
power. As soon as Tacitus has finished relating the deaths of Galba and his most prominent 
supporters,235 he depicts Otho’s inability to control his own partisans (1.45). The senators and 
people scramble to switch to Otho’s side in a passage replete with irony. While they flatter Otho, 
 
233 Otho would have fared poorly in a crowd of soldiers loyal to Galba, and the two speeches 
occur nearly simultaneously. 
 
234 The dialogue between Otho’s and Piso’s speeches owes something to rhetorical theory as well 
as historiographic tradition. Cicero claims that humorous insults are most appropriate when the 
speaker is provoked by a similar insult (De Orat. 2.246, 277), and that a speaker will ideally 
appropriate his opponent’s language in his jokes (2.255). Corbeill suggests that Cicero’s 
examples of this phenomenon put more emphasis on distinguishing nature from appearance than 
on wordplay (1996, 151-2), which may also be the case in Otho’s speech. 
 
235 Tacitus does not present the sequence of these events so smoothly. He deals with the deaths of 
Galba and his party from section 41 through 44, and although Galba and Titus Vinius die almost 
immediately, Piso hides in the Temple of Vesta for some time. After narrating Piso’s death, 
Tacitus says that Vitellius later wreaked vengeance on people who had filed petitions seeking 
rewards from Otho for killing partisans of Galba. By taking the narrative months into the future 
before returning to the moment of Otho’s accession, Tacitus makes the Senate and people’s 
reaction to Otho even more jarring. 
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“the more the things that happened were false, the more they did them” (quantoque magis falsa 
erant quae fiebant tanto plura facere, 1.45.1),236 and “they were as offended at [Marius Celsus’] 
efficiency and honesty as if these had been criminal qualities” (industriae eius innocentiaeque 
quasi malis artibus infensi, 1.45.2). Plass cites this as a prime example of “the special self-
parody of people who in a way do believe what they know to be false” (1988, 5). The irony 
illustrates the hypocrisy of the senators and people, showing that the emperor warps reality for 
everybody, not just for himself or his closest supporters.237 The senators’ hypocrisy also shifts 
the tone of this paragraph away from the somber one Tacitus used during the obituaries of 
Galba’s partisans. The frantic rush of the senators (told in a series of historical infinitives) 
confirms the deterioration of Rome’s political structure under the principate: these are the 
survivors of the latest political strife, who do well precisely because they are contemptible 
flatterers. 
 Even as the senators and people jockey for his favor, Otho’s position looks unstable: 
“Otho had as yet no influence to prevent crimes: he could only order them” (Othoni nondum 
auctoritas inerat ad prohibendum scelus, iubere iam poterat, 1.45.2). Tacitus shows that Otho’s 
power is fragile (Damon 2003, ad loc) by using another punchline. Othoni nondum auctoritas 
inerat covers the main, non-humorous point of the sentence, that Otho did not attain power after 
 
236 Fyfe and Levene translate this passage as the flatterers using “extravagance in inverse 
proportion to their sincerity.” I have opted for a more awkward translation that reflects the Latin 
word order because it better demonstrates that this passage, like others before, has a final twist, 
reminiscent of a punchline. Damon (2003, ad loc) compares this epigram to one in the Annales: 
“the more illustrious each was, the more false and frantic,” (trans. Woodman 2004, quanto quis 
illustrio tanto magis falsi ac festinantes, Annales 1.7.1). 
 
237 Scholarship on Tacitus has recognized that the personality of the emperor influences the 
narrative. Particularly relevant for my project is O’Gorman’s work on how Tacitus shows all of 
Roman politics as affected by the ambiguity that Tiberius cultivates (2000, 78ff.). 
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Galba’s murder. Ad prohibendum scelus adds a salient, humor-generating detail, specifying 
exactly what powers Otho could not yet exercise. The specific crime (scelus) in question is the 
murder of Marius Celsus, who was condemned because he did not abandon Galba while he was 
still alive. The crowd who demand his death call it an execution (supplicium), referring to his 
death as a crime (scelus) in a significant change of tone.238  Add to that the irony of the emperor 
not yet having the authority to prevent anyone else from executing somebody,239 and 
Othoni…scelus already has a humorous tone. Tacitus escalates that irony with iubere iam 
poterat, an appendix to the sentence that is not directly relevant to the murder of Marius Celsus 
but reminiscent of a punchline (Plass 1988, 13). Although Otho has previously ordered crimes to 
be committed, here he has taken no action, but is being urged to act by the senators. The fact that 
Otho could command crimes does not confirm his power, but implies that it is an illusion.240 
Otho can command only crimes because his supporters (whether the army or opportunistic 
flatterers) want to commit crimes instead of preventing them. By saying that Otho could only 
order crimes but not prevent them, Tacitus wryly implies that Otho did not have the personal 
authority to do anything, but cultivated the impression that he did have power by yielding to his 
 
238 The discrepancy that Tacitus conjures by naming them supplicium and scelus connects to the 
unreliable meanings of words at times of civil unrest that figured in Otho’s and Piso’s speeches. 
Cicero says that calling a dishonorable thing by an honorable name is “very close to deception” 
or “very close to irony” (finitimum dissimulationi, De Orat. 2.272). Tacitus does not call 
attention to the different terms used of the same act, but the combination of irony (on the part of 
the historian) and deception (on the part of the characters) influences the tone of the passage. 
Script theory makes a similar point, saying that changes in the register of language used in a joke 
can be funny by itself (Attardo, chapter 7 of Linguistic Theories of Humor, 1994). 
 
239 This is ironic both because Tacitus’ characters more often suffer from the opposite situation, 
and because Otho is said to not yet (nondum) have the authority, when in fact he only ruled for 
about three chaotic months during which his authority never had a chance to solidify. 
 
240 Damon makes the same point, connecting this passage to the mutiny of Otho’s troops, which 
will be discussed below (2003, ad loc). 
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supporters’ demands in such a way that he could appear to have commanded whatever they were 
planning to do anyway.241 
 In other episodes, Otho appears either to be genuinely enthusiastic about the direction in 
which public opinion leads him or to successfully influence the opinions of the soldiers,242 but 
here Tacitus implies that he is a hapless follower putting on a show of authority.243 Humor is an 
especially apt tactic for getting across the paradox of Otho’s authority because the joke 
simultaneously communicates that Otho could not be taken seriously as an emperor and that he 
was dangerous to Roman elites despite that. While Otho’s authority appears empty, it also 
appears monstrous because Otho could legitimize the crimes of his supporters. Because irony 
allows more than one simultaneous interpretation (O’Gorman 2000, 11-2), Otho can be both a 
puppet of the army and a bloodthirsty tyrant.244 Without humor, the two Othos, the terrifying 
emperor and the in-too-deep private citizen, might have to be separated, but the use of humor 
 
241 A vivid comparison to this passage occurs at 2.39.2, in which Otho’s soldiers do not want to 
join battle without him. This is a particularly interesting example because it shows the soldiers’ 
willingness to disobey him can be simultaneous with their enthusiasm for his leadership. 
 
242 Ash comments that Otho repeatedly displays “a talent for managing people” (1999, 90). For 
example, Otho’s first speech to the soldiers seems to genuinely inspire them (they rush off and 
defeat Galba’s partisans at 1.38.3), and later in this episode he manages to talk down the senators 
and people by means of a trick rather than persuasion when he covertly postpones Marius 
Celsus’ execution (1.45.2). 
 
243 Tacitus confirms this implication in the next paragraph, “[t]he will of the soldiers was 
henceforward supreme” (Omnia deinde arbitrio militium acta, 1.46.1). 
 
244 Tacitus has just reinforced Otho’s potential for tyranny by describing his gloating over the 
head of Piso (1.44.1). Otho’s similarity to Nero is another warning sign, though Tacitus does not 
use it here. Ash argues that the anecdote about the severed head reflects negative public opinions 
about Otho rather than Tacitus’ presentation of the facts (1999, 89), and understands the 
“bewildered usurper who struggles to exert authority but finds himself powerless” (1999, 94) as 
the real Otho, but for my purposes raising the possibility that Otho might be a tyrant is 
significant enough: there may not be a single real Otho. 
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here and in similar passages gives the impression that both aspects of his character are essential, 
and that this union of opposites is part of what created Otho emperor, as well as what made him a 
bad emperor. 
Vitellius’ Accession, part 2 
 Vitellius exhibits a similar kind of nominal authority over the German legions, but 
Tacitus does not use the irony of that situation to reflect on Vitellius’ character. When he takes 
control, after he has dealt with a few financial matters (1.58.1),245 Vitellius agrees to the 
execution of some perceived enemies,246 but “occasionally cheated [the soldiers] by pretending 
to imprison their victims” (raro simulatione vinculorum frustratur, 1.58.1). This is the same 
strategy that Otho uses to save Marius Celsus from the anger of the Roman people (1.45.2). At 
this point, Vitellius appears to make a few genuinely strategic decisions, such as sparing Julius 
Civilis because he does not want to lose the support of the Batavi (1.59.1). Canny political 
decision-making is rare for Vitellius, and this example is somewhat misleading.247 Tacitus, 
however, shapes this incident so that it reflects not on Vitellius’ character, but on the character of 
the soldiers. While Otho’s initial confrontation with the Senate and people leads up to a sententia 
 
245 In Tacitus’ opinion, Vitellius deals with these matters well insofar as he gives administrative 
positions that were often held by freedmen to knights, and implements the same policy on 
military leave that Otho did at 1.46, to Tacitus’ condescending approval. Although Tacitus 
elsewhere approves of similar policies (Damon 2003, ad loc), Tacitus indicates no judgment in 
this passage, ignoring the possibility that Vitellius’ actions here have any relevance to his 
character generally. Tacitus’ remark at 1.46, that Otho came up with a good policy because he 
wanted to avoid bribing one section of the army more than the others, may apply to this passage 
as well. 
 
246 “Agrees” (approbat) is the key word: Vitellius’ cruelty is stoked by others (Damon 2003, ad 
loc). 
 
247 It is probably not a coincidence that most of Vitellius’ good decisions cluster around the start 
of his rebellion. If Vitellius had any good qualities in Tacitus’ estimation, he displayed them 
rarely, early, and when he was surrounded by ambitious, competent advisors. 
 
 124 
about Otho not having enough power to prevent crimes (1.45.2), this passage ends with a 
sententia about the soldiers: “They [the officers] had been convicted of loyalty, a heinous offense 
among deserters” (damnatos fidei crimine, gravissimo inter desciscentes, 1.59.1). There is humor 
here, but it targets Vitellius’ followers, not the man himself. This sententia plays up the reversal 
of social norms, suggesting that awful behavior has become not only allowed but mandatory, as 
it was under Nero.248 Tacitus even emphasizes the reversal by repeating the idea: damnatos fidei 
crimine is by itself sufficient to suggest that the mutineers despised justice, and the addition of 
gravissimo inter desciscentes reinforces the same thought, but casts it as part of a perverse 
society. The soldiers are the target of this sententia, as their judgment condemned their officers 
for loyalty. Vitellius is at fault for not preventing their plot but is not himself responsible for 
establishing this immoral way of thinking. Vitellius is ostensibly making the decisions, but he 
drops out of this narrative, because the responsibility belongs, in the end, with the soldiers, who 
are actually in control. The sententia highlights the hypocrisy of the troops who mutinied and 
distracts from Vitellius’ role in allowing their behavior. 
 No other strong contrasts associated with Vitellius tend toward humor, either. When 
Vitellius visits the corpse-strewn battlefield at Bedriacum, Tacitus emphasizes Vitellius’ cruelty, 
writing that he “never took his eyes off the field: never shuddered at the sight of all these 
thousands of Roman citizens lying unburied. On the contrary, he was very well pleased, and, 
unconscious of his own impending doom, he offered a sacrifice to the local deities” (at non 
Vitellius flexit oculos nec tot milia insepultorum civium exhorruit: laetus ultro et tam propinquae 
sortis ignarus instaurabat sacrum dis loci, 2.70.4). This passage includes a strong opposition 
 
248 Plass notes that the meaning is so contradictory that language struggles against meaning in the 
phrase “convicted of loyalty” (1988, 47). 
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between the right and wrong ways to act at the sight of a civil war battlefield (Ash 2007, ad loc), 
but the opposed scripts do not overlap. At 2.70.3, Tacitus describes the normal reactions of 
others who saw the same battlefield. At the beginning of 2.70.4, Tacitus uses an adversative, at 
non, to distinguish between the other observers and Vitellius. Tacitus could have overlapped the 
scripts by claiming that Vitellius attempted to conceal his delight with the carnage, but he does 
not. Tacitus never even explains why Vitellius was inappropriately happy.249 Vitellius is as 
inscrutable here as he was when he debated over promoting his freedman Asiaticus.250 The 
contrast between Vitellius and his partisans is incongruous, but does not produce humor because 
it instead suggests that Vitellius might be cruel beyond normal human expectation.251 
 The passage does contain irony: Tacitus mentions that Vitellius offered sacrifice 
“unconscious of his own impending doom” (tam propinquae sortis ignarus, 2.70.4). The 
dramatic irony recalls Galba’s sacrifice immediately before Otho’s coup (Ash 2007, ad loc). I 
 
249 Presumably Vitellius was happy because his faction won at Bedriacum, prompting Otho’s 
suicide and clearing the way for him to become emperor. Nevertheless, Vitellius is 
disproportionately enthusiastic, even in comparison to his partisans, all of whom had been 
fighting in the same civil war and must be relieved at their victory. Few of them display grief, 
but although the rank and file (volgus […] militum) evince open joy (gaudio) at the sight of the 
field, they later display a sense of wonder at the magnitude of the slaughter (mirari). Indeed, 
some of the soldiers understand that the carnage at Bedriacum was inflicted on their fellow 
Roman citizens, and that civil war makes everybody suffer (Manolaraki 2005, 251-252). The 
generals and officers brag and treat the field as a lesson in military tactics, which could be 
gloating or an unsuccessful attempt to learn from history (Manolaraki 2005, 250). Vitellius is the 
only character who is ghoulishly fascinated without any sense of the importance of the battle. 
 
250 This incident occurrs at 2.57 and is discussed in greater detail below. In both cases, Vitellius 
is probably clueless rather than secretive. 
 
251 Keitel (1992, 343) and Haynes (2003, 81-82) argue that Tacitus meant to depict Vitellius as a 
tyrant here, while Manolaraki (2005, 258-260) notes that Vitellius does not display any particular 
delight in slaughter and is merely convinced by his generals’ account of the battle. I agree with 
Keitel and Haynes that Tacitus portrays Vitellius as tyrannical in this episode, but also think that 
there is little humor here even if Vitellius appears merely ignorant, because that would be 
consistent with his established character. 
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argue, however, that Tacitus uses irony for a non-humorous purpose here. As Ash notes, 
Vitellius’ fixed gaze is a tyrannical motif that several Roman historians attributed to Sulla (2007, 
ad loc). Although not all history’s tyrants get their comeuppance, it seems likely that an ironic 
reference to Vitellius’ fate is also a warning about tyranny. Tacitus hints that Vitellius’ bad 
behavior was linked to his downfall, but also that Vitellius himself did not know it. Once again, 
Vitellius’ thoughts are either indecipherable or nonexistent, and the impending tragedy 
supersedes humor. 
 In a final parallel to Otho, Vitellius is called happy (laetus) at seeing the battlefield, like 
Otho was conspicuously happy when the head of Piso was delivered to him (laetitia, laetari, 
1.44.1). Both emperors’ tyrannical characteristics are described without humor, but in Otho’s 
case Tacitus is interested in his reasoning (cruel though it may be),252 while in Vitellius’ case 
Tacitus leaves a blank where his mind should be. Either strategy contributes to the menace of the 
character,253 but only one reveals a character’s thoughts. Tacitus’ descriptions of Vitellius are not 
only less humorous, but less useful for establishing Vitellius’ character. Several of the humorous 
passages related to Otho depend on descriptions of Otho’s inner life for their humor.254 Vitellius, 
 
252 Keitel expands on the possibility that Otho’s joy makes him appear extra perverse (2006, 237-
238). 
 
253 Tacitus’ treatment of Tiberius actually combines the two strategies: Tacitus rarely provides a 
single motive for anything Tiberius does, instead suggesting multiple motivations, often 
including sinister ones. O’Gorman sees Tiberius’ “inscrutability” as a sign that he is a tyrant 
(2000, 83). I see the potential for the same with Vitellius, but Tacitus rarely implies that Vitellius 
has a malicious, concealed inner life, and besides Vitellius does not last as an emperor, so 
Tacitus’ decision to obscure Vitellius’ mind is considerably less complex. 
 
254 These include Otho’s decision to revolt, during which Tacitus’ representation of Otho’s 
thought process provides a contrast to the arguments of his household (1.21), and Tacitus’ 
introduction to Otho’s speech after the nighttime mutiny, where Tacitus establishes that Otho 
consciously decided not to punish the troops on the basis of political necessity (1.83.1). 
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however, has no inner life to speak of, and therefore can hardly be an amusing hypocrite if he 
neither expresses nor holds any beliefs, or at least none that Tacitus mentions. 
 Many of Tacitus’ other descriptions of Vitellius are baldly insulting. Tacitus draws a 
contrast between Vitellius and Vespasian by claiming that during Vespasian’s successful revolt 
in the provinces, “Vitellius grew more contemptible and indolent every day” (Vitellius 
contemptior in dies segniorque, 2.87.1). Again, the scripts are opposed, but do not overlap. 
Although “contemptible” and “lazy” are not the strongest insults, it is not wit that makes them 
mild, and Tacitus backs them up with the details of Vitellius’ slow progress with his bloated 
army. The crowd that greets Vitellius is similar to the one that met Otho.255 Otho’s speech is 
more desperate than the one Vitellius makes to the Roman people because he gives it mid-revolt, 
and his supporters are both more exuberant and more menacing. The humor in that passage arose 
from the contrast between the crowd’s flattery and the emperor’s attempt to trick the crowd into 
complacency. Vitellius’ supporters seem less enthusiastic.256 Because they are less demanding,257 
Vitellius’ supporters do not call his power over them into question. 
 Again, if there is humor related to Vitellius, it rebounds on his followers more than on 
him. Tacitus sets up an explicit contrast with regards to the status of Vitellius and his followers. 
 
255 Like the senators and people who rush to greet Otho at his accession (1.45, itself echoed at 
Annales 1.2, where senators accept submission to the next emperor), Vitellius’ supporters act out 
of a desire to flatter him. They are also simply afraid of missing out, which is unique among the 
crowds rushing to acclaim emperors (so as not to be left behind by themselves, ne aliis 
profiscentibus ipsi remanerent, 2.87.2). 
 
256 The less frenzied demeanor of Vitellius’ partisans can be explained by several reasons: they 
could be more cautious supporting the third emperor that year, they could be arriving from Rome 
in small groups with disparate ideas about why Vitellius should be emperor, or they could be 
genuinely unimpressed with Vitellius, who has not done anything to court them. I acknowledge 
that there probably are historical reasons for some of the differences, but nevertheless argue that 
humorous elements were prominent in the Otho passage, but not here. 
 
257 Indeed, they do not seem to make any demands at all. 
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Where Otho’s were some senators and a mass of people, Vitellius’ specifically include comic 
actors and charioteers (scurrae, histriones, aurigae, 2.87.2), occupations connoting low social 
status and even infamia. The mention of entertainers could coincide with the use of humor, and 
Ash says that their presence “reinforces the carnivalesque nature of Vitellius’ journey” (2007, ad 
loc), but I argue that Tacitus constructed this passage more for shock value than humor. 
Although Tacitus makes it clear that Vitellus should have been ashamed to have such supporters, 
he does not hint that Vitellius was actually ashamed. Instead, Vitellius appears not to notice (or 
care) that he is disgracing himself. Tacitus sets up the sentence to produce escalating levels of 
disapproval, but not a punchline. There are simply too many negative words that indicate to the 
reader that the sentence ends in something to disapprove of. First, flagitiosa per obsequia 
indicates that the lowly supporters are flatterers who ought to be ashamed.258 Second, the names 
of the occupations themselves (scurra, histrio, auriga) connote a certain aristocratic contempt.259 
Third, Tacitus calls the Vitellians “improper” or “dishonorable” (dehonestamentis). Finally, 
Tacitus adds an adverb, mire, before the final word of the sentence, letting readers know that the 
conclusion contains a major contrast. Unlike previous examples of punchlines in Tacitus, 
Vitellius’ joy at his supporters (gaudebat) is the endpoint of the sentence only after multiple 
 
258 Ash notes that this also probably connects them to Nero, because Vitellius would likely be 
known to them through his participation in Nero’s spectacles (2007, ad loc). 
 
259 In his study of the development of urbanitas, Ramage argues that although early references to 
scurillitas associate it with urbanity, it develops a sense of inappropriate use of humor as early as 
Plautus (Ramage 1973, 30-1). Ramage also contends that as time went on, scurrilitas became 
codified as the wrong way to behave. By the imperial period, scurrae are mentioned less often in 
surviving texts, although they are occasionally associated with emperors and aristocrats (Ash 
2007, ad loc). Cicero and Quintilian mention the humor of scurrae and actors as types that an 
orator should avoid because such humor is imprecise and could just as easily rebound on its user 
as on its targets (De Orat. 2.245, Inst. 6.3.82). I doubt that the mention of them here precludes 
humor, but introduces a sense of disdain for cheap jokes that would probably limit the scope of 
humor in this passage. 
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warnings that Vitellius is about to do something shocking.260 His joy is still inappropriate, but it 
is no longer humorous for Tacitus’ readers because it has been built up as normal for Vitellius. 
Section 87 starts with an insult against Vitellius, and ends on the same note. Few scripts are 
opposed, and when opposed scripts do crop up, Tacitus does not allow them to overlap. Instead 
of emphasizing the difference between Vitellius and his partisans, Tacitus opts to smother the 
tension in righteous indignation. 
The Nighttime Mutiny 
 The contrast between Otho’s power and powerlessness, as well as his humorous 
characterization, peaks when the soldiers launch a minor mutiny. Otho never does attain much 
control over his supporters, and their bad behavior continues to draw on the humorous 
characterization of Otho that Tacitus has established.261 While the civil war continues to be 
fought on multiple fronts, “in the mean time a riot broke out in an unexpected quarter, and 
though trivial at first, nearly ended in the destruction of Rome” (parvo interim initio, unde nihil 
timebatur orta seditio prope urbi excidio fuit, 1.80.1). This phrase uses several devices that 
contribute to humor. It plays on the difference between expectation and reality, leaves its most 
shocking content for last, and uses soundplay (initio, seditio, excidio).262 Because the main point 
 
260 Gaudebat is reminiscent of Vitellius’ improper joy on seeing the detritus at Bedriacum, in 
which Vitellius is happy (laetus) while some of his soldiers rejoice (clamore et gaudio deflectere 
via, 2.70.4). Happiness in reaction to atrocities and inappropriate situations is a minor theme for 
Vitellius. It does not, however, connote humor, but uncaring tyranny. 
 
261 In between Otho’s accession and the mutiny, Tacitus recounts a short episode in which Otho 
and Vitellius write each other snide letters (1.74). Neither takes serious action in the conflict, 
both preferring to insult each other and wait for matters to advance on their own. This passage 
repeats the technique of treating powerlessness with humor, although on a much smaller scale. 
 
262 Damon notes that this language has a parallel at 2.68.4 (orta seditio, ludicro initio), where 
Vitellius’ dinner is interrupted by soldiers demanding the execution of Verginius, one of his 
allies (2003, ad loc). I discuss the parallel episode in greater detail below. 
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is that unrest came from an unexpected quarter, the immediate effect of the passage is shock 
more than humor, but the device indicates that more humor may be coming. 
 According to Tacitus, some of the soldiers loyal to Otho believe that their officers are 
planning to betray him and therefore they kill them. Tacitus describes the central events in fairly 
straightforward language. The rioting soldiers proceed to the Palatine, although Tacitus does not 
specify why.263 Otho’s dinner guests, senators and their wives, are at first afraid that Otho incited 
the riot, then more afraid that he is not responsible (1.81.1).264 While they flee, the senators 
temporarily renounce their status: “officials threw away their insignia and avoided their massed 
entourages of attendants and slaves […] Few went home, most of them fled to friends, or sought 
an obscure refuge with the humblest of their clients” (tum vero passim magistratus proiectis 
insignibus, vitata comitum et servorum frequentia […] rari domos, plurimi amicorum tecta et, ut 
cuique humillimus cliens, incertos latebras petivere, 1.81.2). The senators remove their insignia 
because the power they are supposed to communicate has become defunct if the army is in 
rebellion. They avoid their entourages and seek help from their clients in order to avoid other 
outward signs of their status. In short, Rome’s power dynamic has been reversed, and anything 
that indicated power now indicates vulnerability. The senators attempt to eliminate the signs of 
their weakness, while Otho attempts to salvage his nominal power by talking the soldiers down. 
 
263 In fact, Tacitus suggests that they had no good reason to do so. Damon compares Tacitus’ 
version of the narrative to accounts in Suetonius and Plutarch and concludes that Tacitus 
“throughout insists on [the soldiers’] lack of control” (2003, 261). 
 
264 Plass sees the Senators’ fear of Otho’s fear as a demonstration of Tacitus’ penchant for 
antithesis and paradoxical themes (1988, 12; 41). Damon sees the association of fear and 
fearfulness as usual, even paralleled at Plutarch, Life of Otho 3.5 (2003, ad loc). 
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 The fragility of official power reflects on Otho as well as on the senators. In Plutarch’s 
and Suetonius’ versions of the same episode, the fate of the senators is hardly remarked upon.265 
Tacitus puts more emphasis on their panic to show how quickly the power relationship was 
reversed. The senators are peripheral in other accounts, but have an expanded role in Tacitus 
because their fear emphasizes the minuscule worth of official power in turbulent times.266 One 
direct parallel between the senators and Otho is that in dire circumstances, both turn to their 
lowly citizen allies rather than their slaves or others over whom they are usually able to legally 
exert power. In the catastrophe, the senators do not rely on their slaves but on their clients. Otho 
used to rely on members of his household, and now depends on the fluctuating support of 
soldiers.267 The brief description of the senators’ reactions reintroduces several factors that have 
previously indicated a humorous characterization of Otho. These factors include the weaknesses 
of official authority, the importance of the lowlier people in crises, and the correlation between 
power and deception. 
 Once the senators are out of the way, the soldiers break in and make semi-coherent 
threats. Tacitus provides no sufficient explanation for their rampage but implies that Otho’s 
partisans in the army were impatient with most types of authority, from the Senate to their 
 
265 Plutarch gives a very similar account, including emotional details like the senators’ fear first 
of Otho and then of whatever Otho himself is afraid of (Life of Otho 3.5). Plutarch, however, 
does not describe the senators’ escape beyond saying that they barely got away in time (Life of 
Otho 3.6). Suetonius’ truncated version does not even mention that the senators were with Otho 
when the soldiers broke in (Otho 8.2). 
 
266 Appearing to be of low status is advantageous elsewhere in the chaotic times of Tacitus 
Histories, as when a commander escapes his mutinous troops disguised as a slave (4.36.2). 
 
267 The officers of the legions loyal to Otho support him as well, but their loyalty is rarely 
Tacitus’ focus. In this episode, Tacitus portrays them as attempting to stop the mutiny without 
success, but does not give their opinions on Otho. 
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officers, with the exception of Otho himself, who was perhaps exempt from their resentment 
because he could not safely cross them (1.82).268 On the way to Otho, the soldiers wound another 
pair of officers, demonstrating again that normal power relations are reversed.269 In response to 
their demand that they be allowed to kill senators and other supposed traitors, Otho makes a 
desperate appeal: “At last Otho, contrary to imperial dignity, stood up on a couch and with great 
difficulty restrained them by means of prayers and tears. The returned to their camp unwillingly, 
and with a guilty conscience”270 (donec Otho contra decus imperii toro insistens precibus et 
lacrimis aegre cohibuit, redieruntque in castra inviti neque innocentes, 1.82.1). This scene 
continues to play on confusion about authority, and adds an element of anticlimax because after 
all the drama of a sudden insurrection,271 Otho is able to halt the rebellion by making a fool of 
himself and simply begging the soldiers to stop.272 
 
268 Later, Tacitus describes Otho’s partisans as distrustful of all generals except Otho (2.33.3). 
Ash has argued that the Othonians’ distrust of their officers goes back all the way to when they 
were Galbians (1999, 30-33). 
 
269 In addition, Damon (2003, ad loc) notes that it would be unusual for the officer of a legion 
and another of the praetorians to be in the same place as they are here, and that the confusion 
between the different types of soldiers is a further demonstration of the chaos in the army. 
 
270 This translation is adapted to include a more adversative word for the Latin contra. 
 
271 Initially, Tacitus claims that this mutiny “nearly ended in the destruction of Rome” (prope 
urbi excidio fuit, 1.80.1), making it sound like a major catastrophe. 
 
272 Plutarch reports a similar scene, including Otho jumping up on the couch and crying (Life of 
Otho 3.7). The consistency between the two accounts suggests that these details were part of the 
pre-existing tradition, but that does not make them any less amusing. In addition, Plutarch leans 
much more heavily on a characterization of Otho as simply weak. Plutarch’s Otho loses to 
Vitellius’ troops in part because he is so overwhelmed by his responsibilities that he simply gives 
up (Life of Otho 7.4). Plutarch recounts the same details, but without the framework that Tacitus 
has set up to establish as humorous and typical of the principate. Plutarch’s Otho, therefore, is 
merely pathetic and demonstrating it, while Tacitus’ is playing to his contemptible strengths. 
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 Tacitus invokes the contrast between power and powerlessness, as well as that between 
official and private, which are by now familiar themes in his characterization of Otho. The 
soldiers invade a private occasion attended by public officials (the emperor and senators) where 
they make a personal appeal to Otho, whom they trust even though they no longer trust any of 
the other public figures who ostensibly command them. The situation blends private and official 
in ways that are beyond Otho’s control, and demonstrates the weaknesses of the principate and of 
Otho in particular. Otho’s reaction, however, confirms that he is part of the reason that such a 
public-official confusion was able to happen. Tacitus describes Otho as acting “contrary to 
imperial dignity” (contra decus imperii, 1.82.1), an explicit, public disavowal of the behavior 
expected of an emperor. Otho is more or less forced to adopt this pathetic strategy, but the 
phrasing suggests that Otho gives up the dignity traditionally associated with imperial power 
when he believes that sacrifice can help him maintain the mere appearance of being emperor. 
 Part of the humor of this scene is its essential inappropriateness. Dining rooms are not 
typical settings in Roman history.273 Settings involving eating and drinking are much more likely 
in satire and comedy. The correlation between settings like this one and comedy does not in itself 
make the mutiny funny, but Tacitus puts enough emphasis on the details of the setting that the 
comic elements become apparent. For example, the detail that Otho stood on a couch to persuade 
his troops combines a comic setting with a political speech. The couch is a reminder that the 
 
273 Exceptions include the start of the rape of Lucretia story told by Livy (1.57). That story 
relates a criminal aberration in politics, and its start at an aristocratic dinner party is a sign of the 
Tarquins’ misunderstanding of correct government. Although not of the same magnitude, the 
dinner party episode in Otho’s principate is another example of the political process taking place 
elsewhere than it should. In a history, such a private and overtly recreational setting is a warning 
sign because nothing historically significant should happen in that type of setting. Also, Pearce 
notes that Tacitus frequently uses dining as a motif to evoke decadence, impending disaster, and 
polar opposites (2010, 58-60). 
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soldiers have broken into a dinner party and implies the presence of the rest of the dining 
paraphernalia. Given Otho’s luxurious lifestyle, it is fair to assume that Otho’s convivium 
included luxurious objects, and that the soldiers break in amidst the detritus of that luxury. 
Military service and luxury are a traditional opposition in Latin literature,274 so the juxtaposition 
of the two may itself be amusing. At the same time, Tacitus previously brought up concerns 
about soldiers becoming accustomed to luxury during civil wars while rival claimants attempt to 
bribe them,275 so the image of mutinous soldiers surrounded by luxury objects may be funny also 
because it is ironically appropriate. Otho uses the couch as if it were the rostra, standing on it in 
order to address his troops. This puts a quintessentially public act (oratory) into a private 
context.276 Otho begs and cries more than he attempts to persuade and he barely (aegre) succeeds 
in calming the soldiers (1.82.1). The resulting scene is a parody of public speaking. Otho should 
be commanding an obedient army in public, using persuasion if necessary, but instead he is 
pleading with mutineers in his own dining room.277 
 
274 Phang (2008) discusses the relationship between luxury and military ethics in her third 
chapter, which includes a discussion of Otho playing down his luxurious image in order to be 
respected as a military commander (2008, 168). 
 
275 Tacitus presents several criticisms of corruption in the army as Galba’s opinions (most 
notably his refusal to bribe the soldiers), but also provides evidence of their corruption in his 
narrative, such as centurions profiting from granting leave and accidentally weakening the 
soldiers in the process (1.46). 
 
276 Tacitus puts other important political speeches in private contexts, but that is an unusual 
choice that may reflect the transfer of power from the Republic to the imperial household 
(Levene 2010, 214). 
 
277 Morgan says of Valens at Hist. 1.63.1-2, “the soldiery are calmed by the entreaties, not the 
orders, of their general” (1994, 109). Although this passage refers to a different commander and 
a different group of soldiers, it is nevertheless telling that this is a recurring motif in Tacitus’ 
narrative of the civil war. 
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 Otho’s attempt to seem like an emperor is all the more humorous because his speech 
succeeds in achieving its goal, although badly, and temporarily placates the soldiers.278 Nothing 
about this scenario bodes well for Otho’s or the soldiers’ goals, but everything turns out better 
than could reasonably be expected, thereby demonstrating that the warped logic of the principate 
is still operational. The soldiers appear to feel ashamed of themselves (1.82.3), and two of them 
will be punished (1.85.1), but they also receive a bribe (1.82.2), and continue to menace 
prominent Romans (1.85.1). That they do not get exactly what they want (to murder all officers 
and senators) can hardly be considered a major disappointment for them. Otho, for his part, 
appears frightened by the incident, making sure to bribe the soldiers before he addresses them in 
person (1.82.2). Nevertheless, he retains nominal imperium and the soldiers do not harm him.279 
The joke starts “soldiers rush palace; emperor stands on couch,” but ends “emperor stands on 
couch; foils coup.” Tacitus moves the emphasis from the absurdity of the specific situation to the 
absurdity of the wider set of circumstances that allowed it to happen. Finally, this episode 
contains humor because the events described are simply too far beyond the pale. The 
combination of the fleeing senators, the rebelling soldiers, and the powerless emperor is too 
much to accept as the product of a sane political system. 
Vitellius Caves to the Soldiers’ Demands 
 In a similar scene, Vitellius at first refuses, then agrees with his troops’ demand. When 
the news comes to the army that Otho is dead at Bedriacum, the soldiers demand that Vitellius 
 
278 That is, the soldiers neither murder the senators nor cause further chaos, but they have already 
killed or wounded several officers. Otho’s speech is also a temporary solution, because Otho has 
to make another appeal to the troops a day later. 
 
279 This group of soldiers never evinces a desire to hurt Otho, but, in the turbulent politics of the 
Histories, troop mutinies can get out of hand quickly. 
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elevate his freedman Asiaticus to equestrian status (2.57).280 At first Vitellius says no, but later 
he agrees: “he checked their shameful flattery. Then, by the fickleness of his mind, he granted at 
a private banquet what he had refused in public”281 (inhonestam adulationem compescit; dein 
mobilitate ingenii, quod palam abnuerat, inter secreta convivii largitur, 2.57.2). This episode 
parallels several Otho motifs. First, the official/private contrast is on display, as Vitellius did one 
thing in public and its opposite in private. Tacitus, however, presents Vitellius as consistently 
inconsistent. Vitellius is motivated “by the fickleness of his mind” (mobilitate ingenii), which 
Ash sees as expressing “a general character trait” in Tacitus’ portrayal of Vitellius (2007, ad 
loc).282 In Tacitus, Vitellius is not so much hovering between two unviable options as he is 
making unsupported decisions. Much of the humor in Tacitus’ portrayal of Otho came from 
hypocrisy or from the union of incompatible traits, most notably the official/private and 
powerful/powerless scripts. By contrast, Vitellius is not caught between two options because his 
motivations are totally unclear. Otho’s two speeches to the mutineers, one in his dining room and 
one in their camp, make a ridiculous pair because it is so obvious that Otho is desperately 
pleading in private and obliquely flattering in public. Vitellius refuses to cave to pressure in 
 
280 Asiaticus has not appeared before, and Tacitus leaves his appearance here unexplained. If he 
was instrumental in making Vitellius emperor, Tacitus does not say so. Suetionius’ version of 
this episode implies that Vitellius was motivated by a sexual relationship with Asiaticus, but 
Tacitus makes no such hint (Ash 1999, 112). 
 
281 I have altered Fyfe and Levene’s “characteristic instability” to “fickleness of his mind” 
because “instability” suggests insanity more than the Latin mobilitas does. That said, Tacitus 
does apply the same term to Caligula (Agricola 13.2), where it may suggest mental instability but 
does also specifically indicate a problem with moving from project to project without 
considering the wisdom of leaving prior endeavors incomplete. 
 
282Ash also notes that mobilitate animi is consistent in Tacitus’ version of Vitellius’ right to the 
end (it appears at 3.84.4) and that Tacitus uses the same expression to describe Galba at 1.7.2. 
She also notes that for Suetonius, Vitellius’ fickleness is merely a momentary flaw, whereas it is 
consistent in Tacitus’ version (2007, ad loc). 
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public, then goes along with the soldiers’ demands in private, where they are presumably unable 
to continue harassing him and also unable to appreciate that he has caved to their wishes. If he 
intended to be self-serving, he did a baffling job of it, and if he did not, there is hardly any 
contradiction in what he does, as Tacitus demonstrates by giving his self-contradiction a single 
name (mobilitate animi). The opposed scripts (public/private, discipline/flattery) do not overlap. 
Tacitus makes it difficult to read Vitellius as coherently self-serving, so when Vitellius grants 
equestrian status to Asiaticus, the result is not humor but confusion.283 Although Vitellius is no 
more consistent than Otho, Tacitus presents Vitellius’ inconsistency as a stable character trait 
rather than a tension. 
 Good and bad judgment are another possible opposed pair in this episode, and that pair 
might seem to overlap in Vitellius because he has one and then the next without warning. 
Nevertheless, Tacitus does not develop that overlap. Tacitus’ portrayal of Otho emphasized 
contradictions necessary to his character. Although Otho’s situation became absurd, he behaved 
oddly out of a desire for political gain. In contrast, nothing about Vitellius’ decision makes sense 
as self-serving deception or from any other perspective. Because Vitellius alternates between one 
thing and its opposite without any motivation, the episode is too opaque to be humorous. 
Vitellius does not really follow the perverse imperial system of reasoning that Otho used: he 
follows no system at all. His vacillation demonstrates nothing except his tendency to vacillate. 
 There would have been little point for Tacitus in making Vitellius’ character humorous. 
Otho’s flaws help to illustrate problems with the principate because Otho was able to 
momentarily parlay his weaknesses into strengths by taking advantage of the established 
 
283 Tacitus is clear that Asiaticus’ promotion is a bad thing, but he does not hint if Vitellius 
agreed with or would have cared about that assessment. 
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expectation that bad qualities in a private citizen are good qualities in an emperor. Vitellius’ 
flaws are less complex because they would be recognized as flaws anywhere, including in an 
emperor. That his troops overlook his indolence is a judgment on the way a bad system can 
gather enough momentum to persist without anyone actively promoting it,284 but Vitellius is 
more of a convenient crown-mannequin than a character whose decisions need explaining. In a 
near-mutiny that arises during a banquet, a close parallel to the one Otho faced down at 1.81, the 
soldiers are persuaded not to murder Verginius, who was eating with Vitellius at the time.285 
Like Otho’s, Vitellius’ troops back off, but Tacitus does not mention who persuaded them, using 
a passive construction instead: “They were restrained with difficulty” (aegre tamen cohibiti, 
2.68.4).286 Vitellius is a background character in his own principate. I do not deny that there 
could be humor in the situation,287 but Tacitus does not emphasize its humorous potential. In 
Otho’s case, the scripts overlapped because he was at once ambitious and unworthy, but Vitellius 
is merely unworthy and coincidentally surrounded by ambitious men who do not have enough 
social clout to become emperor themselves. Tacitus’ treatment of Vitellius emphasizes that the 
 
284 Later, in the Annales, Tacitus would portray Claudius’ reign in a similar way. I discuss 
Claudius at greater length in chapter 4, where I argue in part that Tacitus uses humor to illustrate 
Claudius’ harmful indolence and the consequent deterioration of his authority. 
 
285 Damon notes the parallel between the soundplay here (orta seditio, ludicro initio) and at 
1.80.1 (initio […] seditio […] excidio). 
 
286 Thanks to Cynthia Damon for “restrained” in this translation. Tacitus also says that “this 
commotion was only cured by another” (Remedius tumultus fuit alius tumultus, 2.68.2), and 
Plass includes this phrase in a list of witty Tacitean epigrams (1985, 204). I argue, however, that 
because alius tumultus refers to a simultaneous, related conflict that is not directly related to the 
army’s demand that Verginius be killed, the passage reflects again more on Vitellius’ troops than 
on the man himself. 
 
287 For example, Tacitus presents Claudius’ principate as suffering from a similar problem and 
there he does use humor, as I argue in chapter 4. 
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Roman army was restless enough to be indiscriminate when a plausible candidate for emperor 
was dangled in front of them rather than employing humor to characterize Vitellius himself. 
Otho after the Mutiny 
 The day after his troops’ confused mutiny, Otho makes a public speech in an attempt to 
make sure the mutiny has ended. As Otho tries to further mitigate his troops’ anger, Tacitus 
maintains the familiar ironic thread, and increases its absurdity. Before the speech, Tacitus 
frames the soldiers as cynically aware of the political influence they exert: “The better sort 
wanted [Otho] to put a stop to the prevalent insubordination, but the great bulk of [the soldiers] 
liked insurrection and emperors who had to court their favor, and the prospect of rioting and 
plunder made it easier still to press them into civil war. [Otho] realized, also, that one who wins 
the throne by violence cannot keep it by suddenly trying to enforce the rigid discipline of earlier 
days” (cum optimus quisque remedium praesentis licentiae posceret, vulgus et plures 
seditionibus et ambitioso imperio laeti per turbas et raptus facilius ad civile bellum 
impellerentur, simul reputans non posse principatum scelere quaesitum subita modestia et prisca 
gravitate retineri, 1.83.1). Tacitus establishes here that in general the soldiers understood the 
political ramifications of their actions. Their political manipulations are not particularly subtle, 
but they understand that rebelling will give them leverage for their demands.288 
 Otho comes off as more strategic than he did earlier. He frantically cultivates the 
soldiers’ support by flattering and bribing them, but appears to do so out of strategy as much as 
desperation.289 Tacitus presents Otho’s second speech as more cravenly self-serving than foolish. 
 
288 Damon (2003, ad loc) and Keitel (1991, 2777) agree that this passage recalls Piso’s assertion 
(at 1.30.1) that it is impossible to securely gain power through flattery. 
 
289 Otho’s strategy is implicitly supported by Galba’s death, because Galba’s failure to bribe and 
flatter the soldiers turn them away from him. Tacitus claims, “[Otho] realized, also, that one who 
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Even as Otho appears to have become conscious of his own contradictory position, Tacitus uses 
the speech to continue his humorous characterization of Otho by focusing on his hypocrisy. 
From its start the speech is full of demonstrable falsehoods: “Fellow-soldiers, I have not come to 
fan the fire of your affection for me, or to instill courage into your hearts: in both these qualities 
you are more than rich. No, I have to ask you to moderate your valor and to set some bounds to 
your devotion towards me” (neque ut affectus vestros in amorem mei accenderem, commilitones, 
neque ut animum ad virtutem cohortarer (utraque enim egregie supersunt) sed veni postulaturus 
a nobis temperamentum vestrae fortitudinis et erga me modum caritatis, 1.83.2). Contrary to 
what he claims, Otho is in fact nervous about the soldiers’ loyalty to him. The “courage” and 
“virtue” that he praises are vices under flattering names (Plass 1988, 46). Because Otho’s speech 
comes directly after a description of the actual state of affairs, there is an extra edge to Otho’s 
hypocrisy: he, the soldiers, and Tacitus’ audience all know that the soldiers have been cynically 
forcing Otho’s hand, but Otho keeps up the façade that they are merely a little too enthusiastic. 
Among the ruins of his dinner party, Otho begged and wept, but in public, as emperor, he makes 
a face-saving speech.290 By section 83 at the latest, Otho is shown to be aware that he must play 
a role, but knowing that he understands what he is doing does not remove the humor from 
Tacitus’ narration of his speech. Otho demonstrates the weakness of his faith in his troops by 
confidently using the address commilitones, which he used in the introduction to his speech 
 
wins a throne by violence cannot keep it by suddenly trying to enforce the rigid discipline of 
earlier days” (1.83.1). Bribery and flattery are not sustainable methods for controlling an army 
(as Piso warned), but in the circumstances they are also the only realistic options. 
 
290 Otho’s strategy in this speech constitutes an attempt to separate important overlapping scripts 
in this episode. In a private setting, where he can act like a private citizen, he implicitly admits 
he is powerless, but in a public setting, where he must be the emperor, he acts as though he has 
power. Unfortunately for Otho, this strategy does not work. 
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during his original rebellion. Earlier, Otho called his troops commilitones when he said he was 
not sure what to call himself (1.37.1), which suggests that he did not use it honestly there, 
either.291 Otho still does not have a secure role, being neither commanding emperor nor 
irrelevant private citizen, so his attempt to assert his authority is hard to take seriously. 
 In addition, Otho emphasizes his good qualities as an individual rather than as the 
figurehead of the government. He frames the soldiers’ frenzy as a side effect of affection for him 
(amorem mei), and asks them to limit their devotion to him. The soldiers’ devotion to Otho could 
almost be an emperor’s daydream, because they made him emperor and would willingly 
eliminate all others who have power. Otho’s accidental cult of personality is not, however, a 
secure basis for power, as the flattering language of this speech, and the fact that Otho has to 
give it at all, prove that the soldiers have significant power over him.292 Therefore, Tacitus again 
draws on a humorous characterization of Otho to show his helplessness before the will of his 
supposed underlings and his attempt to cover that up, although everyone already knows that 
Otho has the power only to plead with the soldiers, not to command them. Tacitus draws 
 
291 Damon notes the occurrence of commilito here and in Otho’s earlier speech (2003, ad loc). At 
this point in the Histories, commilito has appeared in speeches when the authority of the speaker 
was in crisis. Besides the opening of Otho’s earlier speech, it has appeared twice in Piso’s speech 
(1.21.10, 1.30.13), once in narration as soldiers attack Galba for revenge for their comrades 
(1.31.8), once in Galba’s reprimand to a soldier who claims to have killed Otho (1.35.11), and 
once in the middle of Otho’s second speech (1.38.3). Suetonius claims that Augustus stopped 
calling his soldiers commilitones after he won the civil wars because he found the term 
obsequious (Augustus 15.1). Commilito does not necessarily have a sinister connotation, but the 
several prominent uses of the word so far suggest that it has ironic potential: leaders call on their 
“fellow soldiers” when they fear that their soldiers might be loyal to someone else. 
 
292 Flattery is naturally prone to running into irony, because a successful flatterer has to stay 
close enough to reality to remain plausible, while successful irony needs to communicate that its 
speaker knows that the ostensible meaning is not the truth (Eisterhold et al. 2004, 1243). Some of 
the soldiers may not be able to tell that Otho’s flattery is implausible, and for them this passage 
works as successful flattery. Most of them and all of Tacitus’ readers, however, are able to see 
the irony in this passage. 
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attention to the powerful/powerless dynamic in Otho’s characterization by connecting it to the 
official/private tension that has been a consistent theme in his character.  
 Otho continues by investing the soldiers’ bad qualities good names (unruliness becomes 
pietas, self-interest becomes honestas rerum causas, 1.83.2). In doing so he inadvertently 
demonstrates the motif of language becoming contradictory in times of civil war—something 
that he associated with his enemies in his first speech, but that Tacitus here covertly applies to 
Otho. In the earlier speech, Tacitus established that this motif is hypocritical because all sides of 
the civil war use it with equal, undeserved confidence. Tacitus economically resurrects the theme 
of hypocrisy here. As Otho goes on speaking, Tacitus draws attention to the absurd content of his 
speech. Otho lectures the soldiers on the values of obedience and not killing the emperor by 
accident (1.83-4). Otho’s arguments conflict with reality to such an extent that it makes sense to 
treat this speech as inadvertently humorous, like his first speech. Otho’s aims are deadly 
serious—the soldiers who killed Galba could decide to kill him—and his arguments have some 
basis,293 but the contrast between the Otho who led the coup against Galba and the Otho who 
believes that soldiers should always obey orders and protect their emperor is naturally ironic to 
the point of absurdity. That Otho’s strategy succeeds here is immaterial: that a recent usurper 
publicly makes a case against his own tactics is ridiculous (despite or perhaps because it is also 
politically necessary), and all the more so if his audience is induced to go along with it. 
In addition, Tacitus has framed the soldiers’ understanding of their political situation in 
such a way that it seems unlikely that they are fooled by Otho’s change of heart. Perhaps “the 
better sort” (optimus quisque, 1.83.1) are already convinced that mutiny is a bad trend, but the 
 




majority understand that further chaos will benefit them, and Otho gives them little reason to 
change their minds.294 The majority of the soldiers must know that Otho appeals to ancient 
principles only to cure a momentary problem. The troops appear to agree with Otho, but Tacitus 
provides enough context to suggest that they flatter him rather than agreeing with him. They are 
not Otho’s dupes, but are in on the plot, and their complicity adds an extra incongruity and 
illustrates that the twisted logic of empire and civil war requires the participation of more people 
than a few leaders. 
 The end of the speech takes a truly ridiculous tone as Otho praises the authority of the 
Senate. Because the senators were one of the major targets of the troops’ anger and played a part 
in the dinner party episode, this defense is germane to the current crisis, but it is distinctly odd 
for an emperor whose support comes from the army to make such a fervent appeal to the powers 
of the Senate.295 Otho has neither shown any particular disrespect for the Senate nor made any 
previous attempts to cultivate its favor. Besides, praise of the Senate and other remnants of 
republican custom was typical of Piso, Otho’s enemy, whose rhetoric Otho appropriated in his 
first speech.296 Still, Otho claims that “nor should any army ever hear those cries against the 
 
294 Otho does mention that Vitellius’ partisans could take over by using the Othonians’ dissention 
for cover, but this would be a deterrent only for the soldiers who did not believe they would get 
as much favorable attention from Vitellius. 
 
295 Otho might have meant to get the Senate on his side, but, in my opinion, it is not possible that 
Tacitus meant Otho to be flattering the Senate in this passage. He speaks at an assembly of 
troops, not in the Senate. Many of the soldiers in his audience had recently intended to kill all 
senators. Otho’s fervent praise of the Senate might have won him some favor from the senators if 
they had heard it, but before the soldiers it is a risk without obvious potential for reward. Keitel 
comments that Otho conspicuously reverses his former position (1987, 76). 
 
296 Piso actually made a weaker appeal to the Senate by invoking the authority of the Senate as 
an authority that the soldiers should respect, but might not (1.30.2). Even Galba mitigated his 
enthusiasm for ancient custom by claiming that the times were no longer suitable for restoring 
the republic (1.16.1). Despite being less interested in tradition, Otho makes a case argument in 
favor of the Senate, a circumstance which contributes to his being hard to take seriously. 
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Senate. It is the fount of empire and glory of all the provinces which, by Hercules, those 
Germans – whom Vitellius greatly exhorts against us – would not dare to summon to 
punishment”297 (nec illas adversus senatum voces ullus usquam exercitus audiat. Caput imperii 
et decora omnium provinciarum ad poenam vocare non hercule illi, quos cum maxime Vitellius 
in nos ciet, Germani audeant, 1.84.3). Otho’s claim that even Germans hesitate to condemn the 
Roman Senate is odd because even if it were true, the soldiers have no reason to care what 
Germans think of the Senate. In addition, the context makes the characterization of the Senate 
extremely difficult to believe: far from being the fount of empire (caput imperii), the Senate has 
lost its former power, and none of the imperial claimants has much control over any of the 
provinces yet.298 The falsehood is immediately obvious, and Tacitus creates humor out of Otho’s 
obvious hypocrisy. Instead of persuading, Otho makes himself even less credible because he 
founds his argument on the unbelievable premise that the Senate has power in Rome. For 
Tacitus’ readers, the humor is enhanced by the impression that the troops take Otho’s speech 
seriously.299 If either Otho or the soldiers called attention to the poverty of his arguments, the 
 
297 This translation is largely mine in an attempt to preserve some of the tangled word order of 
Tacitus’ Latin. 
 
298 In addition, decora showed up toward the end of the banquet scene as another facet of 
imperial power, when Otho is said to have acted contra decus imperii, a phrase that associates 
imperium and decus. Otho’s mention of power and dignity is therefore a reminder of his earlier 
pleas on behalf of the body of men he now praises as all-important. Haynes has argued that for 
Otho to act “against the imperial dignity” and remain emperor is sufficiently contradictory that it 
suggests the imperial dignity was a construct all along (2003, 65). The reappearance of decus 
here may suggest that this speech is an unconvincing attempt to restore an already-shattered 
façade. The exclamation hercule may also give this sentence a colloquial, even semi-comic tone. 
Hercle and variations are frequent in comedy (Nicholson 1893 estimated it appears once every 
15 lines in Plautus), and although such exclamations may be more colloquial than actively funny, 
they belong to a more casual register than does most of Tacitus’ language. 
 
299 The troops’ reaction is not reported until 1.85.1, where they appear willing to accept what 
Otho has said, although they probably do not literally believe it. 
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scripts would no longer overlap, as powerful/powerless would be separated. As it is, Otho 
expresses a ridiculous opinion that his troops nevertheless treat as serious. The discrepancy 
between the content of Otho’s speech and the soldiers’ reaction to it suggests humor, and further 
illustrates that an emperor’s lies are treated as true even when his authority is a fiction. Although 
he has little power to command the soldiers to do anything they do not already want to do, Otho 
leverages the fiction of his power in an attempt to make them more orderly. The humor reaches a 
climax when Otho claims that they need not fear Vitellius because “the Senate is with us” 
(senatus nobiscum est, 1.84.3).300 The Senate was no help to Otho during his coup,301 nor did the 
Senate side with the unruly soldiers who briefly mutinied against them and Otho. Otho builds up 
to senatus nobiscum est as if it were an unanswerable argument, but Tacitus’ readers can tell that 
the Senate would have supported any victor.302 
 Otho goes on to describe the Senate as the most consistent thing in Rome: “The eternity 
of our empire, the peace of the world, your welfare and mine, all depend upon the safety of the 
Senate. Instituted with solemn ceremony by the father and founder of Rome, the Senate has 
come down in undying continuity from the kings to the emperors: and as we have received it 
 
300 Keitel suggests that Otho’s praise of the Senate derives from Lucan’s Pharsalia 2.531-3, 
where Pompey declares the blessing of the Senate validates his side in the civil war (1987, 76). 
Although Keitel does not insist on this parallel, I find it suggestive that Pompey in the Pharsalia 
refers to his partisans as “those to whom the Senate gave non-private arms” (quibus arma 
senatus / non privata dedit), which recalls the distinction between public and private that Otho 
has been attempting to negotiate throughout. Elsewhere, Keitel calls Otho’s praise of the Senate 
“both bitterly funny and apt” (1991, 2782). 
 
301 They later rush to support Otho, but Tacitus reports this after Galba has already died. 
 
302 As usual, this argument cannot apply to all of Tacitus’ readers. One of Tacitus’ most expert 
modern readers, Ronald Syme, considered that Otho here “speaks as a military emperor should 
speak” (1958, 155). I cannot point out any feature in the text that would make Otho’s speech 
definitively inappropriate for a military emperor, but in my opinion the irony and humor come 
from the context, not the words of the speech itself. 
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from our ancestors, so let us hand it on to our posterity. From your ranks come the senators, and 
from the Senate come the emperors of Rome”303 (aeternitas rerum pax gentium et mea cum 
vestra solus incolumitate senatus firmatur. hunc auspicato a parente et conditore urbis nostrae 
institutum et a regibus usque ad principes continuum et immortalem, sicut a maioribus 
accepimus, sic posteris tradamus. nam ut ex vobis senatores, ita ex senatoribus principes 
nascuntur, 1.84.4). Otho’s defense of the Senate repeats earlier incongruities and slots them back 
into the normal workings of the principate. The Senate is given credit for a (nonexistent) world 
peace (pax gentium) and the safety of the emperor and the soldiers, which they have shown 
themselves completely incapable of guaranteeing.304 In fact, the current civil war has little to do 
with the Senate as a body. 
 Otho’s argument that the Senate is the consistent center of Rome also rings hollow. 
Invoking Romulus’ authority, Otho claims that the Senate has “come down in undying continuity 
from the kings to the emperors” (a regibus usque ad principes continuum et immortalem, 1.84.4). 
This statement emphasizes the Senate’s existence and avoids the question of its power. In 
between kings and emperors, the Senate wielded power during the Republic, but Otho mentions 
only kings and emperors. His contention that the Senate has not changed is more plausible if we 
compare the role of the Senate during the monarchy with its role under the principate. From the 
perspective of an emperor, the Senate has not changed much from what it was under the rule of 
 
303 Fyfe and Levene and also Damon (1997, ad loc; 2003, ad loc) note that saying a city is not its 
buildings was typical. Fyfe and Levene call Otho’s praise of the Senate “striking.” Fraser reads 
an earlier part of this speech as actually disrespectful of Rome’s buildings (2007, 625), an 
attitude perhaps indicative of Otho’s general disrespect for Rome’s institutions. 
 
304 Damon notes that in Domitianic documents these benefits are associated with the emperor’s 
safety rather than that of the Senate, and that pax gentium reflects one of Otho’s coin slogans, 
pax orbis terrarum (2003, ad loc). During Otho’s rule, not only can the Senate not guarantee the 
safety of emperors and soldiers, but the emperor and soldiers cannot guarantee their own safety. 
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kings. The implicit comparison between a powerful Senate and a Senate controlled by a monarch 
is humorous in Tacitus’ narrative context because it points out the similarities between the 
emperors and the kings in the emperor’s own words.305 
 Finally, Otho obliquely confirms the soldiers’ importance to his power: “From your ranks 
come senators, and from the Senate come the emperors of Rome” (nam ut ex vobis senatores, ita 
ex senatoribus principes nascuntur, 1.84.4). Otho presents this statement as if it were perfectly 
clear: soldiers become senators, from whom emperors come, so therefore soldiers, senators, and 
emperors are all parts of one continuum.306 Otho’s politically astute partisans understand that he 
makes a direct connection between their support and his authority. Still, they have not supported 
the Senate, nor did the Senate support Otho before he defeated Galba, so the argument is 
demonstrably false. Otho’s sudden interest in protecting the Senate indicates that Otho 
understands how he came to power but is still unable to control his supporters.307 Although he 
attempts to align himself with traditional Roman government, he instead succeeds in showing 
how irrelevant the Senate has become. In contrast to the impressive specter Otho attempts to 
conjure, the Roman Senate is an empty tradition that needs protection from the Roman army. In 
an attempt to make himself appear to be Rome’s true ruler, Otho claims that his authority 
 
305 This is analogous to Cicero’s advice that throwing an opponent’s own words back at him is 
conducive to humor (De Orat. 2.255). 
 
306 I do not focus on the first half of this sentence in the following analysis, but it is baffling: 
most emperors had been senators, but few soldiers became senators. Damon explains it by saying 
that Otho “exaggerates the upward mobility possible” in an attempt to pander to his audience and 
that soldiers becoming emperors might have made better sense in the era of Nerva and Trajan 
(2003, ad loc). 
 
307 Otho attempts to control the troops here, but when the Senate and people initially 
acknowledged him as emperor, he slyly appeared to agree with their demands so that he could 
distract them and eventually ignore the problem (1.45.2). That earlier passage provides a 
significant contrast to Otho’s attempt to enforce obedience after the nighttime mutiny. 
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belongs ultimately to the Senate but in the process he shows that he actually depends on the 
support of the army. The contrast between Otho’s nominal authority and actual power to 
command is especially strong here, and Tacitus has combined it with a reminder that the Senate 
also occupies a similar position. In this way the most humorous parts of this speech expand on 
Otho’s character and the nature of the principate. 
Vitellius’ Speech in Rome 
 Vitellius makes his own hypocritical speech, but Tactius does not exploit its humor as he 
does with Otho’s. The most obvious difference is that Tacitus reports several of Otho’s speeches 
at length in direct discourse but gives an indirect summary of Vitellius’ speech (2.90).308 Tacitus 
relates that Vitellius’ speech contained plenty of accidental irony, but he does so in such a way 
that the effect is too obvious to be humorous for his readers: 
 On the following day Vitellius delivered a grandiloquent eulogy on his own merits. He 
 might have been addressing the Senate and people of some other state, for he extolled his 
 own industry and self-control, although each member of his audience had seen his infamy 
 for himself, and the whole of Italy had witnessed during his march the shameful spectacle 
 of his sloth and luxury. However, the irresponsible crowd could not discriminate between 
 truth and falsehood. They had learnt the usual flatteries by heart and chimed in with loud 
 shouts of applause. In the face of his protests they forced him to take the title of Augus-
 tus. But neither his refusal nor their insistence made any difference. 
 
  postera die tamquam apud alterius civitatis senatum populumque magnificentiam ora
 tionem de semet ipso prompsit, industriam temperantiamque suam laudibus attolens, 
 consciis flagitiorum ipsis qui aderant omnique Italia, per quam somno et luxu pudendus 
 incesserat. volgus tamen vacuum curis et sine falsi verique discrimine solitas adulationes 
 edoctum clamore et vocibus astrepebat; abnuentique nomen Augusti expressere ut 
 adsumeret, tam frustra quam recuserat. (2.90.1-2)  
 
 
308 By reporting Vitellius’ speech indirectly rather than giving a direct speech, Tacitus 
undermines Vitellius’ agency. Ash (2007, ad loc) gives a summary of arguments to support this 
idea, including Scott (1998), who argues that Tacitus portrays Nero as immoral by omitting his 
speech as much as possible. Keitel understands Tacitus’ decision to always report Vitellius’ 
speeches in indirect discourse as a mark of contempt (1991, 2786). 
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From the start, Tacitus imparts a sense of ominous weirdness: Vitellius speaks as if to a foreign 
people.309 Tacitus uses emphatic language, magnificum and de semet, to describe the content of 
Vitellius’ speech,310 thereby setting up an expectation that Vitellius exaggerates beyond reason. 
Tacitus also points out that Vitellius praises himself for the virtues in which he least excels, 
diligence and moderation (industriam temperantiamque), and that the people of Rome had plenty 
of opportunity to learn that his claims were false. The circumstances of Vitellius’ speech are 
similar to those of Otho’s second speech in that the emperor makes claims that everyone in his 
audience knows to be false. Vitellius’ audience even acts as if they approve of the emperor’s 
falsehoods, just as Otho’s audience did. Tacitus spells out the dynamics of power by explaining 
that Vitellius lied out of ignorance and lack of self-knowledge, and the people realized he was 
lying because they could observe his behavior but ignored the fact that his message was false 
because they were so used to flattering emperors. By scrupulously explaining every layer of 
Vitellius’ speech without reporting any of it directly, Tacitus all but eliminates its humorous 
potential. When explained so clearly, this speech becomes little more than a scrupulously 
accounted incident, not an opportunity for characterization or humor. It may be appalling, but the 
discrepancy between what is and what should be conjures indignant disapproval rather than 
humor. In Otho’s speech, Tacitus established that both Otho and his partisans were in the know, 
then reported a ridiculous speech without much comment other than that it calmed its audience 
and therefore served its purpose (1.83-4). Tacitus presents triumphant phrases like “the Senate is 
with us” without any explicit authorial comment, leaving a reader to imagine the soldiers’ 
 
309 Ash notes that this detail frames Vitellius as a tyrant, because he treats Rome as a conquered 
city (2007, ad loc). 
 
310 magnificum and de semet both emphasize Vitellius’ boastfulness and reinforce a negative 
impression of him (Ash 2007, ad loc). 
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serious interpretation in contrast to a humorous interpretation. Tacitus, however, abbreviates 
Vitellius speech, including only blatantly false details, and even explains that those details were 
blatantly false. 
 Even Vitellius’ audience is less implicated in imperial hypocrisy, because they are too 
clueless or too indifferent to be hypocritical. Unlike the politically aware soldiers to whom Otho 
speaks, the volgus in the city of Rome are explicitly both in possession of enough information to 
make a reasonable judgment and nevertheless unable to make a reasonable judgment.311 Tacitus 
lists all the instances in which the populace should have been able to observe that Vitellius was 
lazy, but then claims that they were “irresponsible” and “could not discriminate between truth 
and falsehood” (vacuum curis et sine falsi verique discrimine, 2.90.2). Instead of calling Vitellius 
out, the crowd falls back on what it knows best, flattery. Tacitus minimizes the discrepancy 
between the people’s reaction and the way they should react. In addition, Vitellius’ claim to be 
industrious and temperate is a much less obviously false one than Otho’s about the Senate being 
the seat of power in Rome.312 The combination of an oblivious audience and Tacitus’ blunt 
presentation of both the event and people’s reaction to it limits the humor in this passage. 
 
311 Perhaps the volgus is not as well apprised of Vitellius faults as Tacitus’ readers are, but 
Tacitus does not clarify whether they were fooled by Vitellius’ self-praise or simply did not care 
that it was false. Fyfe and Levene interpret the Latin as meaning that the volgus could not tell the 
difference between truth and falsehood, but Tacitus’ phrase, vacuum curis et sine falsi verique 
discrimine, is more ambiguous. Vacuum curis suggests that they simply do not care, and falsi 
verique discrimine indicates a refusal to judge Vitellius’ merits as much as an inability. Either 
way, the volgus is habituated to flattery. A crowd that claps for any emperor is hardly principled 
but nor does it contradict itself, because it has no principles to contradict. In addition, flattery has 
become a survival skill during the civil war, so it makes sense that survivors of previous turmoil 
have by now learned to flatter. 
 
312 Both claims are totally false, but Vitellius’ requires more special information (knowledge of 
his character) that not everyone would actually have while Otho’s audience would have been 
able to discredit his argument by simply remembering who gave them most of their orders and 
on whose behalf they had overthrown the last emperor. 
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 Finally, everyone in this section is less enthusiastic than their counterparts in Otho’s 
speech. Vitellius occupies a more stable position,313 so perhaps did not need to give a flashy 
performance, but the absence of direct discourse and the summary of his speech as essentially a 
praise of himself confirm that, in Tacitus’ opinion, Vitellius’ speech was for low stakes. Vitellius 
is not the most skillful speaker, if his lack of ability in other political matters is an indication. His 
audience is less engaged than Otho’s. They are not devoted to him more than to any other 
emperor, because Vitellius has not yet had an opportunity to cultivate support in Rome (and the 
Roman people may be nonplussed at the third man to become emperor in less than a year). Their 
expressions of support are rehearsed (solitas, edoctum), and the final interaction between them 
and the emperor is for show on both sides. They ask him to adopt the title Augustus as one of 
their typical flatteries, and he resists as a formality (2.90.2).314 Both sides understand that 
emperors are supposed to be reluctant to accept power and the people are supposed to be 
enthusiastic for them to do so, but Tacitus makes it clear that neither side has a natural impulse to 
follow these expectations. 
 Tacitus portrays Otho’s troops as a miserable example of what Rome had come to 
without discipline, but at least their enthusiasm is genuine, albeit encouraged by self-interest. 
The consensus between emperor and supporters is part of what makes Otho’s speeches funny 
from a reader’s perspective: the troops both do and do not believe Otho, and Otho both does and 
 
313 Vitellius was the only imperial claimant in Rome when he gave his speech, whereas Otho was 
still contesting Rome with Galba. 
 
314 Plass interprets tam frustra quam recuserat as evidence that Vitellius’ modesty and authority 
were equally fabricated (1988, 124). I agree that this passage emphasizes futility, but not that the 
authority of either party is in question in this passage. Tacitus has never suggested that Vitellius 
or the Roman people were truly in control, so the remark that their exchange is futile speaks 
more to the irrelevance of both parties than to a new power dynamic. 
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does not trust the troops. The opposition between power and powerlessness is converted into 
humor when the two overlap. Otho seemed both powerful and dependent on the unsteady support 
of the army. With Vitellius, the power of even the most improbable emperor has become 
effortlessly real.315 The people’s reaction to him is the opposite of what Tacitus suggests it 
should have been, but there is no overlap between the two reactions. Otho’s partisans knew what 
was happening but chose to play along; Vitellius’ partisans were so used to playing along that 
they continued to do it almost as a reflex. This passage does contain several of the same elements 
involved in humor elsewhere (opposed scripts, irony), but Tacitus presents the material in such a 
way that the same upside-down world of the emperors has started to seem normal. Some of 
Tacitus’ readers may have found this passage funny, but I argue that here Tacitus evokes more 
malaise than humor, as Vitellius’ rule continues the standard that was set up under Otho, or even 
Nero. 
The End of the Humorous Strand in Otho’s Characterization 
 Otho’s speech after the nighttime mutiny is one of the last instances in which Tacitus 
uses humor to characterize Otho. Otho’s power has waned and he is forced to fight a civil war to 
cement his fragile authority. In addition, Tacitus focuses less attention on Otho as other figures 
become more prominent. After Book 1, Tacitus shifts his focus to Vitellius and Vespasian, 
 
315 Either his power has become real, or, as Haynes argues, power has become such a fiction that 
Vitellius’ delusions are the only thing that gives the impression that he is in power at all (2003, 
28). Haynes’ analysis helps explain why Vitellius and Galba have more trouble accomplishing 
their ends than does Otho. Haynes, however, seems to me to have focused closely on Vitellius’ 
perceptions of his power without as much attention to others’ perceptions of Vitellius. Vitellius’ 
partisans in the army have enforced his power out of a willingness to support any emperor, 
regardless of his competence. In my opinion, Vitellius’ power is an illusion made real, which 
would not be at odds with Haynes’ main argument, that Tacitus wrote history not of what 
happened but of what people at the time believed was going on, especially when their perception 
diverged from reality. 
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returning to Otho only when he is on the point of defeat. Although Otho is still officially the 
emperor, Tacitus has ceased to emphasize the “powerful” script, favoring the “powerless” one 
instead. Perhaps the most important reason for the shift is that Tacitus has spent enough time 
establishing Otho’s character that by the end of Book 1 it has settled into a predictable pattern. 
Otho still displays contradictions because he cannot reliably command his own troops, despite 
their affection for him, but Tacitus has repeated this theme enough for Otho’s unusual situation 
to seem normal. Tacitus has also constructed so many parallels between Otho and other 
emperors316 that Otho’s contradictions seem less like a humorous anomaly and more like one 
more variation on the imperial theme. 
  At the end of Book 1, as Otho departs from Rome to oppose the Vitellian advance, 
Tacitus continues to use some of the same themes he has previously treated with humor but strips 
them of the context and modes of expression that made them humorous before. Book 1 ends with 
Tacitus reflecting on the similarities between flattery of the emperor and flattery in private 
houses: “Their motive was neither fear nor affection, but a sheer passion for servility. One can 
see the same in households of slaves, where each obeys his own interest: public dignity counts 
for nothing” (nec metu aut amore, sed ex libidine servitii, ut in familiis, privata cuique 
stimulatio, et vile iam decus publicum, 1.90.3). This passage rounds out several of the motifs that 
I have discussed, many of which connect to themes introduced at 1.21-22: love for acting servile, 
the political influence of private concerns, and devaluation of public reputation have all been 
distinctive factors in Otho’s principate.317 This discussion of these themes, however, lacks 
 
316 Otho is most similar to Nero, but Tacitus also draws comparisons between Otho and Galba. 
 
317 Keitel sees 1.21.2 as also looking forward to Otho’s death, especially 2.47.2, where he desires 
to be remembered well rather than to continue living (1987, 73). Returning to those themes 
leaves the question of a glorious death conspicuously available in the lead up to Otho’s death. 
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humor. The word order no longer suggests one meaning before confirming another. There is 
contrast, but it has become straightforward: nec metu aut amore, sed ex libidine servitii preserves 
the sense of wrongness that pervades many of the earlier, humorous passages, but the addition of 
a clear adversative conjunction (sed) distinguishes Tacitus’ tone here from the one he used in 
vetabitur et retinebitur. Instead of linking fear and love with the desire to be a slave, Tacitus 
separates them.318 Similarly, the comparison between a private household and the state is clearly 
a comparison. Tacitus separates the private and official elements with ut, and familiis, privata, 
and cuique all reinforce the idea of privacy without drawing out specific similarities between 
private and official. Repetition without variation is emphatic rather than humorous. Unlike 
Otho’s previous speeches, this speech is reported in indirect discourse. Otho might have 
considered it a persuasive speech, but Tacitus does not (Haynes 2003, 4-5). The indirect 
discourse eliminates any opportunity for Tacitus to set a contrast between what was plausible in 
Otho’s speech and what was believed, and therefore eliminates the potential for humor.319 
Finally, vile iam decus publicum presents a problem, but a simple one. Iam suggests that the 
decus publicum was valued at one time, and that it had become devalued before Rome was 
overtaken by people focused on private interest.320 Although many of the themes central to this 
passage were previously mentioned in humorous contexts, they have become mere facts, entirely 
 
318 The separation of fear from “a passion for servility” (libidine servitii) is especially striking 
because fear must have encouraged flattery both in Roman government and among the people 
enslaved by private citizens. 
 
319 Although Tacitus mentions that Galerius Trachalus (1.90.2) wrote the speech for Otho, he 
treats that detail as a reflection on the writer’s attempt to hedge his bets should another imperial 
claimant be victorious, not as a reflection on Otho. 
 
320 Decus publicum here may also relate to the decus imperii that Otho flouted at 1.82.1, in which 
case Tacitus has already provided some reason to expect the deterioration of the concept. 
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distinct from what ought to be.321 The humorous passages helped to introduce contradictions in 
the principate that reveal slippage of appropriate social customs, but what began as a series of 
demands on people’s perception—that things be considered the opposite of what they are—has 
become a reality. The humorous parts did a good deal of work establishing and complicating 
these ideas, but by the end of Otho’s reign a reversed reality has been established, and is no 
longer humorous. 
Otho’s Death 
 At the start of Book 2, Tacitus maintains the characterization he has established for Otho 
without using humor. Otho continues to have difficulty controlling the soldiers loyal to him, and 
continues to take advice from unreliable sources (2.23). He and the soldiers trust each other more 
than either trusts any other party, but that, too, is a source of weakness (2.33.3). Eventually, Otho 
kills himself, having decided that it is better to die than to continue the civil war (2.47.1). There 
is little humor in Otho’s death, in part because Tacitus has ceased to treat the private/official 
opposition as an incongruity in his character. His family and freedmen are present at his death 
(his nephew is distressed at his impending death and his slaves, freedmen, and an official jointly 
confirm his death, 2.48-9),322 but they are neither an impediment nor a spur to Otho’s decision to 
 
321 In Haynes’ interpretation, Tacitus never describes reality, but always reports ways in which 
reality was perceived because after the end of the Julio-Claudian dynasty the principate was so 
damaged that there was no way for an emperor to make his power appear legitimate, nor to 
conceal its illegitimacy (2003, 9-10; 20). Haynes’ analysis brings up important issues of 
representation of reality and helps deal with many of the same contradictions that I am treating 
here under the heading of humor, but it seems to me that Haynes is too quick to reject the reality 
of imperial power. Even the most incompetent emperors can legitimize their partisans’ whims, 
and no matter how brief any emperor’s reign, there is ample time for the Senate and people to 
treat his power as a fact rather than the fiction that it is. I agree with Haynes that the emperors’ 
power has become a sham, but even as a sham it had the power to affect people’s behavior. 
 
322 Plass sees Otho’s reasoning for suicide (2.47.1-2) and his instructions to his nephew (2.48.2) 
as examples of strong antithesis (1988, 41). Although these passages use antithesis, I do not see 
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die, which he has made for the public good, or at least the good of his partisans. Otho has not 
relinquished his private connections, but nor does he solicit private advice, nor do members of 
his household dominate the scene. Some of his soldiers follow his example, “not through 
servility or fear, but from a desire to follow his example and from love of their emperor”323 (non 
noxa neque ob metum, sed aemulatione decoris et caritate principis, 2.49.4),324 reversing the 
motivations of the crowd at the end of Book 1, where they acted out of servility rather than fear 
or love.325 Humorous contradictions have been resolved because they have already established 
Tacitus’ opinion on the principate. In addition, Tacitus treats Otho’s death as a serious matter in 
which humor would be inappropriate.326  
 In place of humor, Otho’s death emphasizes other elements in his character, because it 
proves that he was capable of thinking about the good of other people instead of following his 
own ambitions. Tacitus is unusually clear that Otho had a selfless motivation for suicide: he says 
that continuing the war would be “too great a price to pay for my life” (nimis grande vitae meae 
pretium, 2.47.1). Although unexpected, Otho’s newfound sense of responsibility does not 
 
them as humorous, because Tacitus presents them as coherent facts, and the incongruities that 
they bring up are slightly odd rather than truly incompatible. 
 
323 Adapted from Fyfe and Levene to incorporate aemulatione decoris into the middle of the 
sentence (where it is in Latin) instead of leaving it at the end. 
 
324 Some of the language in this passage recalls Tacitus’ earlier comments on Otho’s character: 
Otho was introduced as a competitor in luxury (aemulatione luxus, 1.13.2), and during the 
nighttime mutiny, he acted “against what was proper for an emperor” (contra decus imperii, 
1.82.1). Tacitus reiterates his prior comments on Otho without continuing them. 
 
325 Ash notes that Plutarch also explores multiple possible motives for the soldiers’ suicides, but 
rejects the possibility that they have experienced any benefits from following Otho (2007, ad 
loc). Tacitus plays up the soldiers’ apparently genuine affection for Otho. 
 
326 Although the grim subject matter could have been a sufficient reason for Tacitus not to have 
included humor in Otho’s death scene, Cicero and Quintilian also advise that humor should not 
be used against pitiful opponents (De Orat. 2.237, Inst. 6.3.31). 
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conflict with any established elements of his character. His ambition might suggest that he 
should keep fighting even in a desperate situation, but his ability to correctly read political 
circumstances327 would make it clear to him that his position is hopeless. Some of his language is 
philosophical,328 which presents a discrepancy with his previous language. Tacitus suggests that 
Otho may have actually had a change of heart, because Otho does not waver from his decision, 
nor does Tacitus describe his suicide as anything less than dignified.329 The new traits that 
 
327 Otho makes mistakes, but many of his decisions are grounded in astute assessments of his 
circumstances. This is true as early as his decision to rebel against Galba and applies also to his 
speeches, which Tacitus presents as contemptible but also as effective in delicate situations. 
 
328 Otho discusses the difficulties of fortune and claims that he has learned self-control (2.47.1). 
Harris notes that Romans in Tacitus’ time were suspicious of excess Stoicism, but marks some of 
Tacitus’ language in this passage as highly figured and therefore likely to inspire sympathy 
among an educated elite (1962, 74-76). 
 
329 During his suicide, Otho also displays a rare degree of self-possession. Tacitus’ version of 
Otho’s death has received considerable scholarly attention as a departure from Tacitus’ 
contemptuous treatment of Otho’s life. Especially notable is Tacitus’ suggestion that Otho 
decided to die for the sake of the state (2.47.2). Harris suggests that Otho’s suicide made up for 
his failures as an emperor (1962, 73). Späth claims that Otho displays “an exemplary 
masculinity” at his death (2011, 432). Scott points out that Otho’s suicide bears some 
resemblance to a ritual devotio, and that Cassius Dio (epitome 64.13.2, by the Leunclavian book 
division) quotes Otho comparing himself to self-sacrificing Roman heroes, including Decius 
(1968, 89). Griffin points out that Martial 6.32 compares Otho’s death favorably to Cato’s, which 
was considered an exemplary suicide (1986b, 194). Edwards cites the Martial epigram as proof 
that Otho’s suicide was “wholly admirable,” although in his opinion Tacitus has treated Otho 
more harshly than other historians did (2007, 38). Otho’s death may, however, also parallel 
Catiline’s, an equally dramatic but less positive example (Scott, 1968; 90). Ash agrees that 
Otho’s suicide is foreshadowed by established elements of his character, but that it is still a 
surprise (1999, 83-85, 90). Keitel focuses on Otho’s rhetoric, calling Otho consistent because his 
characteristic “boldness” is on display both when he takes power and when he abdicates it (1987, 
79). I agree that Tacitus portrays Otho as prone to drastic decisions, but his decision to abandon 
the power that he previously pursued is a significant shift in his character. It is also difficult to 
tell how much Otho’s suicide redeems his prior behavior. Harris and Späth understand Otho as a 
late-blooming paragon (1967, 73; 2011, 432), Perkins understands Tacitus as approving of 
Otho’s suicide (1993, 848), and Bittarello and Plass see some of his behavior at his death as a 
reversal of his earlier characterization (2011, 107; 1995, 82), while Scott considers his change of 
heart too little, too late in a hopelessly degraded era (1968, 91). For my purposes, it is sufficient 
to say that Otho improves at least a little before dying. 
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Tacitus assigns to Otho here replace the ones that made Otho humorous, so that his suicide does 
not use the earlier themes.330 Tacitus exchanges many of Otho’s more or less disgraceful 
character traits for virtuous ones. Much of what Otho actually does in this episode is not 
individual, but typical: the goodbyes of his friends and family are reminiscent of Seneca’s 
suicide, while Otho’s waiting until dawn to stab himself resembles Calpurnius Piso’s suicide at 
Annals 3.15.3.331 At this point in the narrative, Tacitus presents Otho as a different person from 
the one he was before. His final acts do not erase his previous characterization, but the tone in his 
death scene diverges from what it was before, because his characterization has been altered. 
Vitellius’ Death 
 Vitellius’ death, like Otho’s, is preceded by changes to his character. Like Otho, Vitellius 
turns out to be a marginally better emperor than Tacitus initially suggested.332 Unlike Otho, 
Vitellius becomes more pathetic as his regime weakens.333 He is occasionally self-aware but 
 
330 Tacitus does elsewhere discuss suicides with what I believe is a humorous tone. (In chapter 4, 
I discuss Libo Drusus, whose suicide Tacitus portrays as incompetent, desperate, and flailing.) In 
this episode, however, Otho appears decisive and serious, consistent with Roman literary 
expectations for dignified political suicide. 
 
331 Although Tacitus wrote the Annals later, his description of Seneca’s and Piso’s deaths must 
have drawn on existing conventions for representing suicide in literature. The Seneca episode 
had already appeared in other accounts with similar details. Griffin sees the suicide of Cato 
Uticensis as the model for many later literary accounts of suicide and speculates that widely 
known instances of suicide could have influenced behavior in real life (1986b, 198). Cato’s and 
Seneca’s suicides were often framed as escapes from tyranny (Griffin 1986a; 74), a motive that 
does not transfer perfectly to Otho, as he is nominally emperor at the time of his suicide, but 
relates to Otho’s desire not to cause more suffering. 
 
332 Neither emperor turns out to be even halfway decent, but Otho at least temporarily curtailed 
his most destructive impulses (1.71.1), and Vitellius is briefly panicked into activity, although it 
does not help his cause (3.55). 
 
333 Tacitus gives a withering description of Vitellius’ incompetence and despair at 3.56.1-2, 
which serves as a reminder of Vitellius’ shortcomings. 
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never in a humorous way. Some of his advisors warn him that he will end his life “amid 
mockery” (per ludibrium, 3.66.4), but Tacitus’ narrative does not follow through on their threat. 
Passages which might be humorous (such as when Tacitus compares Vitellius’ soldiers to 
gladiators, 3.83.1) do not involve Vitellius directly. His death is an opportunity for other 
characters to mock him, but Tacitus reports their attitude without encouraging readers to do the 
same.334 
 In his last hours, Vitellius emerges from the palace in secret to hide at his wife’s house 
but becomes too afraid to stay and goes back to the palace, where “even the lowest of his slaves 
had slipped away”335 (dilapsis etiam infimis servitiorum, 3.84.4). Vitellius’ behavior appears 
cowardly, indecisive, and uninspiring, but none of that presents a contrast to anything Tacitus 
has said about him. In fact, Tacitus looks back to 2.57.2, where Vitellius promoted Asiaticus, by 
attributing Vitellius’ yo-yoing between palace and hideout in part to “fickleness” (mobilitate 
ingenii), the same quality that earlier led Vitellius to change his mind without any apparent 
reason. Vitellius’ incongruous behavior is not the result of conflict between two scripts, but part 
of a single script. Where Otho hesitated between seizing power and lounging in luxury, Vitellius 
consistently cannot make up his mind. The behavior of Vitellius’ slaves is another difference 
between his death and Otho’s. Galba, Otho, and even Nero had supporters when they died. Otho 
died surrounded by soldiers who remained loyal to him despite his failings. Vitellius prepares for 
his death in a largely empty house (vastum desertumque) in which the slaves who have not 
already fled are avoiding him (dilapsis etiam infimis servitiorum aut occursum eius 
 
334 Tacitus suggests that Vitellius was pitiable, although not outright sympathetic (Levene 2012, 
227-228). 
 
335 Fyfe and Levene have “menials” for servitiorum. 
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declinantibus, 3.84.4). None of the humor that Tacitus used in explaining the relationship 
between Otho and his flatterers is relevant here because all of Vitellius’ partisans, even the very 
lowliest, are openly contemptuous toward him. Instead, Vitellius is left “try[ing] locked doors, 
[…] shudder[ing] at the emptiness” (temptat clausa, inhorrescit vacuis, 3.84.4) as if trapped in 
an allegory of his own powerlessness.336 
 When he is found and dragged out, Vitellius is a sorry sight: “his hands were tied behind 
his back, his clothes were torn, and he was led forth—a disgraceful spectacle at which many 
hurled insults, no one shed a single tear of pity: the ignominy of his end had wiped out all 
compassion” (vinctae prone tergum manus; laniata veste, foedum spectaculum, ducebatur, 
multis increpantibus, nullo inlacrimante: deformitas exitus misericordiam abstulerat, 3.84.4). 
Although people mock Vitellius, Tacitus presents it as odd that they do. If insults were the 
natural reaction to such a figure, Tacitus would presumably not have specified that nobody cried, 
nor explain what had spoiled their compassion. Tacitus implies that in normal circumstances 
some might jeer at authority brought low, but that tears would have been an equally likely 
response.337 The scene may have been amusing for the crowd, but Tacitus does not encourage his 
readers to take up their perspective (Levene 2009, 226). He omits several details that are known 
 
336 Levene understands this passage as an invitation to pity Vitellius on the basis of his own self-
pity (2012, 226). Pity would have discouraged humor. 
 
337 Tacitus’ assumption that people would feel sorry for a pathetic person jibes with Cicero’s and 
Quintilian’s advice that a good forensic orator will not make jokes at the expense of a defendant 
who is too pitiable (De Orat. 2.237, Inst. 6.3.31). Although the precise limits are unclear, the 
ancients had reservations about laughing at completely defenseless targets. Keitel argues that 
Tacitus portrays the crowd in this scene as unnecessarily cruel (1992, 349-351). Pomeroy sees 
Vitellius’ last words as reestablishing the audience’s compassion for him (2006, 189). 
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from other accounts, and might make Vitellius appear more ridiculous.338 Tacitus describes the 
crowd as insulting Vitellius (increpantibus), which could involve humor, and describes Vitellius’ 
treatment as “mockery” (ludibrio), but the circumstances suggest that this was a vicious shaming 
without the mitigation afforded by humor.339 
 Vitellius’ death is laden with irony, but not humor. The crowd forces him to watch his 
statues being torn down and points out where Galba died, and his corpse ends up in the same 
spot as Flavius Sabinus’ (3.85.1).340 Tacitus gives Vitellius credit for a single appropriate retort, 
but even that is treated as an exception, “not characteristic of a degenerate mind” (non degeneris 
animi, 3.85.1), which does not suggest humor. Tacitus’ obituary of Vitellius confirms all his 
inherent bad qualities (coasting on his father’s reputation, laziness, and cowardice), but also 
praises him for generosity (liberalitas) and deserving more friends than he had (3.86.2).341 Even 
 
338 These include Vitellius bribing a doorman to hide in an alcove with a dog (Suetonius, 
Vitellius 16). Levene argues that Tacitus omitted these and other details to make Vitellius’ death 
less of a humiliation (2012, 226). 
 
339 Humor can be vicious, but the behavior of this crowd differs from what is recommended by 
Cicero and Quintilian (De Orat. 2.229, 237, 271, 279; Inst. 6.3.27-8, 33, 81-2). Quintilian even 
suggests that laughter can reduce hatred and anger in some circumstances (6.3.10). The only 
vestige of humor that Tacitus might encourage here is the type that may arise from making fun of 
an opponent’s embarrassing physical features (deformitas or turpitudo, discussed at De Orat. 
2.236 and Inst. 6.3.8). Tacitus gives a vivid description of Vitellius’ bedraggled appearance, and 
uses the word deformitas. Nevertheless, these details explain the mood of the crowd more than 
the tone of Tacitus’ narration. Cicero and Quintilian’s examples of mockery based on deformitas 
or turpitudo usually involve an opponent’s ugliness, but Vitellius’ appearance is pathetic rather 
than ugly, and Tacitus applies deformitas metaphorically to the scene as a whole, so it probably 
does not extend to Vitellius’ physical blemishes. 
 
340 Demolishing the statues is perhaps more mocking than ironic.  
 
341 Tacitus also mentions Vitellius’ simplicitas here, but that is difficult to understand as entirely 
a compliment or entirely an insult. Levene understands the passage as providing a possible but 
inconclusive case for Tacitus’ audience to pity Vitellius (2012, 226ff.), which is a good 
compromise because pity mitigates judgement of Vitellius’ character without excusing his faults. 
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though Tacitus considers Vitellius’ death necessary,342 Tacitus introduces last-minute 
observations that render Vitellius even more pitiful. To the end, nothing about Vitellius truly 
contradicts his initial image as worthless, and Tacitus does not employ humor to complicate his 
character. 
 Tacitus’ obituary on Vitellius confirms what Tacitus has already said about him: he 
attained distinction through his father’s reputation rather than his own accomplishments, his 
laziness produced an incongruous enthusiasm in his troops, and his few virtues were undercut by 
his misunderstanding of how to exercise them (3.86.1). The partisans who deserted him for 
Vespasian are condemned as traitors to Galba as well (3.86.2), which serves as a final reminder 
that Vitellius had little influence over his own rise and downfall. The forces that make and break 
Vitellius are indistinguishable from the ones that defeat or promote any other emperor. He does 
not project even an illusion of control. These same observations might have been humorous 
under Otho because they were still new in Tacitus’ narrative, but at this point they have become 
mundane workings of the principate. 
Conclusion 
 Tacitus used humor in his characterization of Otho to demonstrate that Otho, in part 
because he imitated Nero, wavered between acknowledging reality and cultivating an illustrious 
appearance. Vitellius, in contrast, consistently displays the same “fickleness of mind” (mobilitate 
ingenii) that he showed at his introduction. Vitellius makes contradictory decisions, but by 
leaving Vitellius’ mind a blank, Tacitus suggests that he did so consistently, driven by confusion 
or indifference. Tacitus presents all of Vitellius’ behaviors as part of one consistent script, 
 
342 “It was indubitably good for the country that Vitellius should be beaten” (rei publicae haud 
dubie intereat Vitellium vinci, 3.86.2). 
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indecision, and criticizes Vitellius much more overtly than he does Otho.343 Vitellius rules badly, 
but not in a way that interested Tacitus. Unlike Galba, Otho, and Nero, who were in unstable 
positions but wanted to appear strong, Vitellius fails even to project the image of an emperor, 
and therefore Tacitus uses little humor in describing his character. Vitellius has an appetite for 
everything but authority, and although Tacitus describes him enough to make this basic fact 
apparent, gluttony and laziness are not interesting problems like deviousness and manipulation, 
nor do the former qualities have much thematic resonance with the rest of the Histories. Tacitus’ 
account of Vitellius, therefore, is free from the techniques he used to construct Otho’s character 
because the points he makes are completely different and generally less relevant to the narrative. 
 Tacitus used humor in his characterization of Otho to establish an ongoing tension 
between power and powerlessness. The central tension is not in itself amusing, but humor allows 
Tacitus to present contradictory elements in Otho’s character and situation as part of a 
paradoxically coherent whole. In addition, Tacitus connects the contradictions in Otho’s 
character to those in the principate more generally. Although the Histories picks up at what 
seems like a point of transition, Tacitus emphasizes the continuity between one set of emperors 
and the next by emphasizing Otho’s connection to Nero, then gradually drawing out the 
contradictory expectations that continue to haunt the principate. Humor is an important element 
in Tacitus’ communication of these ideas, but eventually Tacitus decreases that strategy after its 
points have been made. In his treatment of Vitellius, Tacitus often takes ideas that he established 
with Otho as givens. Where the Otho sections demonstrate Tacitus’ interest in ways that a single 
powerful person can attempt to warp reality, the lack of humor with Vitellius helps underscore 
 
343 This is not to say that Tacitus makes no explicit criticisms of Otho, but that he makes few 
oblique ones of Vitellius whereas he subjects Otho to both kinds of criticism. 
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Tacitus’ opinion that revolt was inevitable among the German legions, and that any willing 
commander could have become emperor had he happened to be present at the crucial moment. 
Tacitus used different approaches with these two emperors to demonstrate different points: the 
humor related to Otho establishes the incongruous modes of thinking required by the principate, 
while Tacitus’ treatment of Vitellius ceases to emphasize that element, in part to show that the 
principate has become self-perpetuating and no longer requires propulsion by a strong 
personality, and in part because Vitellius’ incompetence means that his attempts to manipulate 





















CHAPTER 3: HUMOR IN TACITUS’ PORTRAYAL OF NERO’S POWER 
Introduction 
 In the Neronian books of the Annales, Tacitus often uses humor to illustrate how Nero 
consolidated and exercised power. For much of his early reign, Nero claimed powers that were 
only nominally his while the principate was managed by politicians more competent than the 
emperor. Although Nero gradually took power back from them, Tacitus never credits Nero with 
characteristics traditionally associated with political competence. Instead, Tacitus’ Nero gains 
attention and power at the same time by doing bizarre things and making unbelievable claims, 
playing the emperor rather than grappling with imperial responsibilities. There follow many 
episodes in which Nero is ridiculous and obviously inappropriate as emperor. Yet Nero survives 
many minor plots, at least one major conspiracy, and the jockeying of a plethora of despicable 
courtiers. 
In this chapter, I argue that Tacitus shows Nero’s theatrical, absurd behavior as a 
strategy—sometimes even an advantage—for maintaining his position as emperor.344 In addition, 
Tacitus uses the absurd humor inherent in Nero’s behavior to show that he exercised power in an 
unusual and disturbing way. Because his spectacles involve other members of the political elite 
in his fictive world, nobody is untainted by the aura of absurdity that most properly accrues to 
Nero alone. Later in Nero’s reign, Tacitus suggests that Nero’s ridiculous behavior discredited 
 
344 This is not a new argument about Nero, nor is it specific to Tacitus’ treatment of Nero. 
Champlin, for example, argues that Nero often “combin[ed] pointed, often extravagant gestures 
with effective measures” (2003, 2-3). My innovation on this same point is that Tacitus uses 
humor to describe Nero’s style of governance. 
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him with members of the senatorial class because they understood they were being 
(incompetently) deceived and did not appreciate being mocked. Nevertheless, in Tacitus’ 
depiction, absurdity appears as one factor that influenced both elites and common people to 
accept Nero’s power. Tacitus’ use of humor in the Neronian books often tends to imply that the 
principate is not merely prone to absurdity, but requires it. Tacitus plays on the irony of the gap 
between events and contemporary perceptions of events to create humor and to illustrate the 
mental effects that Nero’s rule had on his subjects. 
 Humorous strands in Tacitus’ discussion of Nero are not concentrated around a single 
script opposition such as Tacitus uses in discussing Otho. My analysis of humor related to Nero 
therefore focuses on different structures. Where a single script opposition suffices for the 
majority of humor associated with Otho, Tacitus uses humor across multiple themes related to 
Nero. My focus will be on humor that is related to performance, but I do not argue that all 
episodes related to performance use humor, nor is my analysis comprehensive. Because Tacitus’ 
Nero narrative is longer and more diffuse than his Otho narrative, no single script opposition can 
account for all, or even most, of the humor that Tacitus applies to Nero. Instead of focusing on a 
single unifying theme or set of episodes, I concentrate on a few major strands that occasionally 
develop into humor. 
 From his introduction of Nero, Tacitus emphasizes Nero’s focus on controlling his 
appearances, often at the expense of substantial political concerns. Humor arises in part from the 
reality/appearance opposition that dogs so many characters in Tacitus.345 Tacitus suggests that 
Nero cultivated a reputation for being competent and powerful, but that when Nero attempted 
 




and failed to create a particular impression, his failure to deceive others was better evidence of 
his power than a successful deception would have been.346 (For example, although Nero could 
not convince anyone that he was not responsible for Agrippina’s death, the fact that he had 
gotten away with matricide proved his authority.) Tacitus often presents Nero as attempting to 
appear to be a good emperor while also making unthinkable demands, and that tension creates 
humor as it forces Nero’s subjects to bow to a version of reality that they know to be untrue.347 
Part 1: Nero Consolidating Power 
 At the beginning of Nero’s reign, his principate was supervised by a group of advisers. In 
Tacitus’ assessment, the most important of these were Seneca, Burrus, and Agrippina, who had 
put forward great efforts to make her son emperor.348 Nero’s early appearances in Tacitus make 
him out to be a political pawn rather than a player in his own right, but of course this state of 
affairs does not last. Nero gradually accumulates political power by murdering or simply 
ignoring all the people who exercised influence over him. This process culminates in the murder 
of Agrippina, whose death marks the point at which Nero ceases to listen to any of his original 
 
346 It is also possible that Nero was simply bad at deceiving people and that his failure to 
successfully deceive his subjects happened to benefit him by accident. Although Tacitus 
attributes to Nero no special talent for deception, I argue that in the episodes I discuss, Tacitus 
implies that Nero turned the absurd quality of his deceptions to his advantage, whether by 
accident or on purpose. In some incidents, Tacitus’ Nero appears to make strategic decisions, but 
in others he seems driven by personal whims. 
 
347 My argument here is similar to Baldwin’s, who posits that Tacitus’ Nero generates humor by 
“alternating between inane depravities and industrious concern for the minutiae of state affairs” 
(1977, 129). I see less “industrious concern” than Baldwin does, but agree that there is humor in 
the contradictions of Nero’s character. I also build on Baldwin’s ideas by adding more detail and 
considering further episodes and by considering the political implications more broadly. 
 
348 Ancient sources provide inconsistent details on which of Nero’s early councilors was most 
prominent and for how long. Griffin provides a concise analysis of possible arrangements of 
power early in Nero’s reign (1984, 37-39). 
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advisers. Although the endpoint is quite serious and has major political implications, Tacitus 
portrays Nero’s early attempts to gain power as based in performance and often absurd. 
Tacitus’ Initial Characterization of Nero 
 Tacitus’ Nero enters the narrative gradually as he grows up and becomes a political entity 
separate from his mother Agrippina. He first appears at Annals 11.11.2 among noble boys 
performing in the lusus Troiae. Although Nero does nothing important yet, performance and 
perception are central to his first appearance. Although Tacitus casts no aspersions on the 
appropriateness of this performance, he introduces Nero as an object of spectacle.349 Tacitus 
gives a brief summary of the event (“while the boy nobles on horseback were embarking on the 
entertainment of ‘Troy,’” cum pueri nobiles equis ludicrum Troiae inirent),350 then describes the 
crowd’s reactions. The plebs favors Nero above Britannicus to such a degree that their 
preference was later understood as an omen that Nero would be emperor (11.11.2).  
Tacitus includes an incredulous account of a rumor that snakes supposedly guarded the 
infant Nero: “And it was publicized that serpents had been present at his infancy in the manner 
of guards—a fantasy which was assimilated to foreign wonders, for he personally, no detractor 
of himself, was accustomed to describe how only one snake had been seen in his bedroom” 
(vulgabaturque adfuisse infantiae eius dracones in modum custodum, fabulosa et externis 
miraculis adsimilata: nam ipse, haudquaquam sui detractor, unam omnino anguem in cubiculo 
visam narrare solitus est, 11.11.3). Tacitus attaches this rumor to the lusus Troiae in order to 
associate Nero with an interest in crafting public reputation through performance. Especially 
 
349 Although ludicrum and lusus are related to inludere and ludibrium (both of which are related 
to humor), ludicrum and lusus both have a specific connotation of “spectacle,” and both were 
used specifically to refer to the Troy Game (OLD lusus, ludicrum). 
 
350 All translations of the Annales are Woodman’s unless otherwise indicated. 
 
 169 
significant is Nero’s participation in making his own image: Tacitus says that Nero downplayed 
the story about the snakes (11.11.3).351 Tacitus suggests that it was uncharacteristic of Nero to 
forgo the opportunity to brag, and that not doing so would have been a deliberate decision. 
Nero’s manipulation of public opinion does not, however, deal with a serious matter, but with 
trivial details. Nero’s approved story deflates the supernatural implications of the original rumor 
(Koestermann 1963, ad loc summarizes them), but Tacitus reports that Nero did not entirely 
dismiss the story. Instead, he replaced a version in which the snakes were a sign of divine 
presence with one in which there was a single snake which may or may not have had any 
significance. Despite the insignificance of this story, Tacitus includes it in his introduction of 
Nero. The combination of political calculation and pointless display continues to be central to 
Tacitus’ characterization of Nero through humor and will gradually develop into a major 
humorous motif that Tacitus uses to describe Nero’s reign. 
 Although Tacitus continues to emphasize the importance of public opinion in Nero’s 
principate, he initially portrays him as overshadowed by his mother Agrippina. Nero remains 
under her control after he becomes emperor, while she tries to treat his principate as her 
principate.352 Nero’s few appearances thus far have had only minor effects on the main narrative. 
 
351 I assume that Tacitus means Nero later denied that he was guarded by snakes, but the 
sequence of events is not clear. The rumor about snakes seems to appear at the same time as the 
Troy game (the verb, vulgabatur, is imperfect, and Tacitus suggests that the Troy Game ignited 
public interest in Nero, so wild mythologizing about Nero might have emerged at the time). In 
addition, a story about a young man would naturally discuss his childhood, whereas an adult 
emperor would be able to fabricate a wider range of false stories. Still, Tacitus does not actually 
say when the rumor arose, nor when Nero addressed it. 
 
352 Griffin has argued that Tacitus interprets the early years of Nero’s rule as dominated by 
multiple councilors (including Seneca) rather than by Agrippina alone (1984, 39-40). Here I 
focus on Agrippina alone because Tacitus uses humor to demonstrate how Nero gradually 
dismantled Agrippina’s power, however significant she in fact was. 
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Tacitus presents Nero’s marriage to Octavia as roughly simultaneous to Agrippina’s marriage to 
Claudius (12.3.1-2). Both marriages are contracted for political advantage, but Tacitus specifies 
that Nero’s also served to make him seem more important: in explaining that Agrippina had to 
get Octavia’s former fiancé out of the way, Tacitus mentions that “Caesar had betrothed Octavia 
to L. Silanus and by means of triumphal insignia and the magnificence of a gladiatorial show had 
brought the young man, brilliant as he was in other respects too, to the enthusiastic attention of 
the public” (quia L. Silano desponderat Octaviam Caesar iuvenemque et alia clarum insigni 
triumphalium et gladiatorii muneris magnificentia protulerat ad studia vulgi, 12.3.2).353 The 
benefits of marrying the emperor’s daughter are many, but Tacitus chooses to direct attention 
toward the publicity that the groom receives. Tacitus has already mentioned that Nero attracted 
attention at the lusus Troiae, but here Agrippina seems to think that more attention is his next 
step toward imperial power. 
In both passages, competition for public attention is a political concern. At the lusus 
Troiae, Nero is compared favorably to Britannicus, his future imperial rival.354 Although both 
boys are prominent, Tacitus foreshadows Nero’s triumph by mentioning Britannicus briefly and 
then focusing on the public’s ecstatic reception of Nero. In Nero’s marriage to Octavia, publicity 
is treated as a serious concern, but also as completely transferable, unrelated to personal 
accomplishments—although Silanus had other good qualities, triumphal insignia and credit for a 
 
353 Plass comments that the motive Tacitus attributes to Claudius here is an example of what he 
calls “political irrationality,” a common subject of humor in Tacitus, because Claudius has no 
personal opinion on Nero’s advancement, yet accomplished it anyway (1988, 125). 
 
354 In his version of the same episode, Suetonius does not mention that Britannicus was also 
present at the lusus Troiae, although he does immediately afterward record other episodes of 
rivalry between the two (Nero 7.1). That Tacitus places Britannicus at the lusus Troiae 
strengthens the ominous sense of rivalry between them. 
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gladiatorial show (sponsored by Claudius) are the immediate political benefits that would have 
been granted by his marriage to Octavia. Nero (or any other young aristocrat) could replace him 
without the substitution making a difference. Most qualities that might have been associated with 
leadership are replaced by a superficial and transferrable qualification that allows Agrippina to 
promote her son on no other grounds than that he is not obviously worse than others. Although 
this assessment benefits Nero in that it allows him to become emperor, and although it remains 
part of his justification for his rule, it will prove to be a flimsy basis of power that repeatedly 
makes him appear absurd both to Tacitus’ audience and to contemporaries, just as the ease with 
which public attention can be turned from one imperial candidate to another will make Nero’s 
rule less secure. 
 Of course, political spectacle was nothing new in Rome.355 Tacitus does not suggest that 
Nero introduced spectacle to politics. Nevertheless, these passages show why it was 
advantageous for an emperor to attract public attention. Few Julio-Claudian emperors would 
have won popularity contests: Tiberius had conspicuously avoided public life before becoming 
Augustus’ successor356 and later may have feared Germanicus’ popularity as a threat to his 
 
355 Public spectacles were an important form of communication between the emperor and the 
common people insofar as public games were one of the only situations in which they would 
encounter each other at all (Griffin 1984, 110; Bartsch 1994, 2-3). Nero’s innovation, says 
Bartsch, was making himself the spectacle rather than a fellow spectator. Although all the 
ancient sources connect Nero with theatrical spectacle, Tacitus especially connects innovations 
in spectacle to innovations in politics (1994, 2-3). 
 
356 Tacitus does not deal with this issue in the Annals, and other accounts differ on the question 
of Tiberius’ willingness to become emperor. Suetonius emphasizes Tiberius’ confidence in his 
imperial destiny and in Augustus’ favor (Tiberius 14, 21) without commenting on whether it was 
odd that Tiberius removed himself from imperial politics for years before his accession. 
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authority.357 Caligula may have been popular (Tacitus’ opinions on this point are lost), but his 
accession had more to do with the machinations of Tiberius’ court (and especially the support of 
the praetorian captain Macro).358 Although Tacitus does not treat the accession of Claudius in the 
surviving books of the Annales, it seems unlikely that he portrayed him as making any effort to 
become emperor. Nero is therefore the first Roman emperor to publicly campaign for the job.359 
As Tacitus presents it, Nero’s historical circumstances favored public showmanship. 
 Yet Nero’s early exploits are not his own but Agrippina’s. Nero does not display his own 
agency in these chapters because he is young and his mother is in charge of him. Although she is 
not directly in the public eye in either episode, she is responsible for the events of both. One of 
the reasons, therefore, that these episodes treat themes and material that will later be humorous 
without yet making them humorous, is that these spectacles are managed by the more restrained 
and consistent Agrippina rather than her son, whose management of spectacle will be 
considerably less measured.360 
 At 12.41-2, Nero has another important moment of public visibility. Tacitus begins the 
episode in foreboding terms: “the time was ripe for Nero’s toga of manhood to be speeded up for 
 
357 Tacitus does not state that this was so, but his narration of the death of Germanicus 
emphasizes Germanicus’ popularity and suggests that Tiberius may have been pleased with his 
death (Annales 2.82-3.5). 
 
358 Suetonius credits Caligula with being set up as Tiberius’ successor because Tiberius disliked 
him and conspiring to murder Tiberius by seducing Macro’s wife (Caligula 11-12). Neither of 
these involve courting the wider public at all. 
 
359 Augustus may be a competitor for this dubious title, given that he fought a civil war to put 
himself in power. Nevertheless, because Tacitus did not include Augustus in the Annals, and 
because Augustus did not merely win the principate but invented it, Tacitus still presents Nero as 
taking a new approach to becoming emperor. 
 
360 Agrippina is not always an exemplar of subtlety, either, but Tacitus’ focus with her is more 
often on secret political deals than on public spectacle. 
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him, so that he should seem adapted to undertake political life” (virilis toga Neroni maturata, 
quo capessendae rei publicae habilis videretur, 12.41.1). Although Nero is granted significant 
political power and guaranteed more later, the process starts with the desire that he seem 
(videretur) capable without mention of whether he was or not. Tacitus implies that Nero was too 
young to wear the toga virilis, much less take on official responsibilities361 and hints that 
Agrippina was responsible for Nero’s apparent good luck.362 Agrippina appears later in the 
episode to complain that Britannicus has been rude to Nero in public (12.41.3), revealing her role 
in the story. If Nero has learned to care about his reputation, it is not mentioned in this episode. 
Agrippina continues to manage his public appearances and she seems to be doing a creditable job 
of directing public impressions of him. Nero’s early appearances are therefore not notably 
humorous, but instead establish the importance of public appearances in Nero’s acquisition of 
power, a theme which Tacitus later develops with humor. 
The Murder of Britannicus 
 As Nero first begins consolidating power, Tacitus puts great emphasis on the competition 
between him and his stepbrother Britannicus. Not coincidentally, Tacitus simultaneously 
characterizes Nero as absurd and as obsessed with performance rather than practical concerns. 
Nero’s constant performance leads to him both appearing ridiculous and making others appear 
 
361 Furneaux and Koestermann (1907 and 1963, ad loc) say Nero would have been 13, about a 
year younger than any other Roman known to have taken up the toga virilis aside from 
Commodus and Caracalla. 
 
362 Tacitus uses a passive construction in which the toga virilis itself is the subject of the main 
verb and names no agent, but from the information of previous discussion of Nero, it seems 
reasonable to guess that Agrippina incited this honor for her son. Claudius and the Senate bestow 
privileges on Nero, but Tacitus does not provide any reason why they decided to do so, while 
Agrippina has already been the main reason for her son’s advancement in several other episodes. 
It is especially telling that Nero is honored more greatly than Britannicus, whom neither 
Claudius nor the Senate had reason to disfavor. 
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ridiculous. At times, Nero appears to have a sense of humor of his own and he accompanies 
some of his most drastic crimes with theatrical spectacles that hover between horror and farce. 
This motif finds an early expression in the murder of Britannicus. According to Tacitus, 
Agrippina had threatened Nero that she would support her stepson as emperor if Nero disobeyed 
her, and Nero concluded that Britannicus might pose a threat to him (13.14.2-3).363 Although 
Agrippina’s murder remains far off (she dies at the start of Book 14) and Nero’s advisors, Seneca 
and Burrus, retain their influence, this episode is an early example of Nero asserting his own 
power. After he considers that Britannicus could become a threat (13.15.1),364 he acts without the 
knowledge of Agrippina or Octavia, although both are present when Britannicus is poisoned 
(13.16.4). 
Tacitus begins the episode with Nero recalling how he confronted Britannicus in a 
frivolous yet ominous setting: “On the festival days of Saturn, amid the general disporting of his 
contemporaries, during the sport of drawing lots for ‘king’ that part had fallen to Nero” (festis 
Saturno diebus inter alia aequalium ludicra regnum lusu sortientum evenerat ea sors Neroni, 
13.15.2). Crucially, this setting is ironic: Nero, who has recently become emperor of Rome in 
 
363 Tacitus implies this conflict was sparked when Nero demoted Agrippina’s ally Pallas. Tacitus 
refers to a comment in which Nero said Pallas was “going to forswear” (in Pallantem ut eiuraret, 
13.14.1). Woodman understands this passage as a joke (2004, ad loc). This may be an example 
of Tacitus and a character using humor at the same time. Most instances of humor in Tacitus, 
however, tend to work from only one perspective—the historian recoils from the emperors’ sick 
sense of humor and the emperors cannot perceive that the historians of the future will find them 
grotesquely humorous. Therefore, I do not make a strong argument that Tacitus is using humor 
to make a point in this particular passage. 
 
364 Unlike many other victims of imperial fears, Britannicus might actually have become a threat 
to Nero had Agrippina transferred the praetorian guard’s support from her son to him and 
because Britannicus was about to come of age (Griffin 1984; 68-9, 73-4). Cassius Dio writes as 
if Britannicus had an obviously better right to the principate than Nero did (epitome 61b.1.1, by 
the Leunclavian book division). This does not make Nero’s course of action any less humorous 
in Tacitus’ telling. 
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reality, becomes the temporary king of festivities by chance.365 Tacitus leaves Nero’s name to the 
end of the sentence, setting up a possible violation of expectations (a potential punchline) that 
never materializes. Language related to play and reversal of fortune (ludicra and lusu and 
sortientium and sors parallel each other for greater effect) leads not to a surprise, but to a 
restatement of what everyone in Rome must already have known: Nero attained a position of 
power in a frivolous game through no effort of his own (Schulz 2019, 76). Tacitus draws little 
attention to the eerie congruity between Nero’s actual and fictive positions as emperor and game 
king but hints enough to imply it. Nero’s good fortune in being allotted the role of ruler in the 
party game recalls his first appearance, during which he was applauded more than Britannicus, 
and that applause was later understood as a sign that Nero would become emperor (11.11.2-3). 
Although Tacitus there suggested that it would be foolish to interpret the crowd’s applause as an 
omen, he seems to be putting together Nero’s flaunting his apparent good luck, and that 
appearance bolstering his power. 
 Nothing is strictly humorous from the perspective of Tacitus’ readers yet, but Tacitus, 
and, within the narrative, Nero, are both setting the stage for humor: Tacitus by laying out the 
ironies of the situation, Nero because he is “hoping for ridicule” of Britannicus (inrisum […] 
 
365 These circumstances correspond to one of the most common of script theory’s logical 
mechanisms, “differential potency mapping,” in which elements of one script are mapped onto 
another script that connotes a different level of agency and power (Attardo et al. 2002, 6). In this 
example, the powerful role of the emperor and the fictive role of the game king are united in 
Nero. Both scripts include monarchic power, but one is imaginary and one is real. Part of 
Tacitus’ joke is that even though Nero is the real emperor, his ability to exercise his power is not 
yet much more solid than is that of the game king. The other half of the joke is that the façade of 
power, present in both scripts, will turn out to be part of what grants the emperor his real power. 
In addition, the setting itself is ominous and significant. Pearce argues that Tacitus frequently 
uses banquets as a setting that demonstrates Rome’s decline in tyranny and “death and disaster, 
dramatising the ways in which harsh political realities intrude upon tableaux of pleasure and 
relaxation” (2010, 58). In addition, transgression of the rules of dining can represent imperial 
transgression of more serious rules (2010, 62). 
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sperans pueri, 13.15.2). Nero fails to effectively mock Britannicus because he has 
underestimated him. Instead of embarrassing himself as Nero expected him to, Britannicus sings 
a song that captures his situation as a deposed imperial prince (13.15.2). Nero’s plan backfires 
because Britannicus’ display induces pity rather than scorn.366 Even the convivial setting, which 
Nero chose as his own preferred environment, undermines Nero’s plot, as “night and its 
recklessness had removed dissembling” (quia dissimilationem nox et lascivia exemerat, 13.15.3). 
In Tacitus’ introduction of Britannicus and Nero, people perceived Nero’s prominence as 
effortless or destined. In this episode, Britannicus not only usurps the attention that Nero believes 
is due to him, but does so in the domain of musical performance, one in which Nero has asserted 
primacy.367 Britannicus’ deft handling of Nero’s boozy party is another encroachment on Nero’s 
area of expertise. Neither singing nor drinking are serious areas of competition, nor should skills 
in either area make Britannicus a political threat to Nero.368 Britannicus’ behavior fails to 
confirm Agrippina’s threats, most of which involved a potential military rebellion, an idea to 
which Britannicus makes no reference. This contrast confirms that Britannicus has not become 
 
366 Perhaps Nero has inadvertently violated Cicero’s advice not to use humor against a pitiable 
opponent (De Orat. 2.237). 
 
367 Tacitus establishes Nero’s interest in music (along with other performing arts) immediately 
after he becomes emperor (13.3.7). Performance is frequently associated with humor in Tacitus’ 
narrative about Nero. Suetonius, in his version of the same episode, claims that Nero decided to 
have Britannicus killed primarily out of envy over his singing voice (Nero 33.2), although 
Griffin sees Suetonius’ version as an example of projecting Nero’s later behavior onto earlier 
events (1984, 114). 
 
368 Nero repeatedly uses convivia to stage serious political business, including multiple murders 
of his family. This violates the rules of both politics and convivia (Schulz 2019, 27-8). This is 
also a moment that makes musical performance a political issue, something that will continue to 
be significant throughout Nero’s principate (Schmitzer 2005, 345). 
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any more of a threat to Nero than he was already.369 Tacitus, however, suggests that Nero 
operated on a different understanding of what constituted a threat to his power. 
Although Tacitus has mentioned no previous enmity between Nero and Britannicus, 
Nero’s reflection on Britannicus’ good showing catapults him toward murder.370 The situation is 
not outright humorous, but it has elements that foreshadow absurdity: after Agrippina berates 
him and threatens to join forces with Britannicus, Nero recalls that Britannicus’ singing and 
convivial skills are on a par with his own and concludes that he must eliminate Britannicus. 
Although Agrippina’s threats prompt Nero to reconsider his opinion on Britannicus, Tacitus 
suggests that Nero reached the conclusion that Britannicus was a threat to him only after he 
reflected on how his hostility was displayed in musical performance in a convivial setting.371 
Without explicitly saying so, Tacitus implies a relationship between showmanship and holding 
the principate. By suggesting that Nero understood Britannicus’ threat in terms of performance, 
Tacitus implies that Nero understood his power also as based in performance. It is, of course, not 
true that Britannicus’ behavior at a single party is the most potentially subversive thing about 
him, but it does appear to be the thing on which Nero focuses.372 Nero, either through a 
 
369 Bartsch asserts that the audience’s pity for Britannicus seals his fate by showing their 
sympathy with him (1994, 14). Although the reaction of the audience is significant, I do not see 
Tacitus emphasizing that factor. 
 
370 Tacitus puts the emphasis on Nero’s mental reaction to Britannicus rather than on any 
substantial change in circumstances (Nero intellecta invidia odium intendit, 13.15.3). Nero 
already hated Britannicus (the Lexicon Taciteum identifies this use of intendo as roughly 
equivalent to augeo) and this incident reinforced his convictions. 
 
371 Nero sees Britannicus as a potential threat and worthy of suspicion as soon as he hears his 
mother’s threats and calculates Britannicus’ age (13.15.1), but Tacitus does not provide an 
explicit statement of Nero’s opinion on Britannicus until 13.15.3, which suggests that the 
material described in the intervening space was a deciding factor in Nero’s reasoning. 
 
372 Suetonius’ version of this episode provides an informative contrast: Suetonius also suggests 
that Nero’s primary motivation for murdering Britannicus had to do with Britannicus’ singing, 
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misunderstanding or because he already intends to construct his principate as a massive 
performance, has decided that the performative aspect of being emperor is, in fact, an essential 
part of imperium that he needs to defend against Britannicus.373 
 From Nero’s absurd reasoning comes an absurd and theatrical murder: Nero’s first 
attempt to poison Britannicus fails (13.15.4), and although Tacitus provides plausible reasons for 
the failure, he presents Nero’s reaction as unreasonable to the point of absurdity, which Tacitus 
emphasizes by repeatedly pointing out the discrepancies between Nero’s wishes as he initially 
expresses them and as he actually desires them to be carried out. The language of crime and 
justice is especially warped here: Nero is “impatient at the slowness of the crime” (lenti sceleris 
impatiens, 13.15.5), disturbed not by the crime itself but how long it is taking, and “ordered 
reprisals for the poisoner” (iubere supplicium veneficae, 13.15.5) not for the crime for which she 
has already been convicted but for failing to repeat it. He accuses both his agents of “delaying his 
security” (securitatem morarentur, 13.15.5) by being too cautious in performing the murder, 
even though he ostensibly wants it to be kept secret.374 Nero’s impatience reflects his opinion on 
 
but he explicitly separates Britannicus’ voice from his lineage. In Suetonius’ version, 
Britannicus’ voice and lineage are balanced on either side of a comparative quam (Nero 33.2). 
Suetonius treats vocal performance as unrelated to political power, whereas Tacitus suggests that 
Nero considered the two related. Cassius Dio, on the other hand, gives almost no details on the 
circumstances of Britannicus’ death, but focuses on his funeral, which he says revealed that Nero 
had caused his murder (epitome 61b.7.4). Dio therefore does not connect the murder to 
performance, but only to political concerns. Schmitzer notes that Tacitus is our only source that 
is interested in the internal audience to Nero’s conflict with Britannicus (2005; 343, 346). 
 
373 At this point, Tacitus has offered little perspective on whether Nero acts out of strategy or 
simply does what he wants and occasionally stumbles upon sound political strategies. I argue 
below that in later episodes Tacitus suggests that mockery was part of Nero’s intentional strategy 
against his political enemies, but perhaps Nero’s later strategy cannot be read back into this early 
passage. 
 
374 Koesterman opines that Nero’s concerns seem ill-considered even earlier than this: the quia 
clause at 13.15.3 is not a considered assessment (1963, ad loc). In addition, the use of securitas 
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his public position: he considers it more secure to be known as his stepbrother’s murderer than to 
leave Britannicus alive long enough to make his death appear accidental. There is irony here 
because Nero ought to be wrong about this (fratricide should not increase his security) but he 
likely is correct, as Britannicus’ death will defang Agrippina by removing the only other obvious 
imperial candidate.375 Tacitus does not mention any particular moral opprobrium attaching to 
Nero for this crime, a lack of response that will help to construct a dim view of the senatorial 
elite as well as the emperor. 
Nero’s agents obey his demands, and the section ends with the jarring image of them 
brewing a fast-acting poison “next to Caesar’s bedroom” (cubiculum Caesaris iuxta, 13.15.5). 
Adding that the poisoners worked next to Nero’s bedroom emphasizes the physical and 
metaphorical closeness between the emperor and the people who carry out his sordid work.376 As 
he does elsewhere, Tacitus suggests that these two poisoners (Julius Pollio, a tribune in the 
praetorian guard, and Locusta, a convicted poisoner) are not the type who ought to influence 
politics. By a perverse twist, they are the most knowledgeable parties in this affair because they 
are the emperor’s only confidants, although their presence is disturbing in itself. 
 If Nero’s preparations for the murder were transgressive, the murder itself reaches a 
humorous level of absurdity. Nero’s previous attempt to have Britannicus murdered seems to 
 
as a euphemism for “murder” corresponds to Cicero’s contention that assigning positive 
euphemisms to bad behavior is irony, or something close to it (De Orat. 2.272). 
 
375 Schmitzer sees this element of the episode as part of a larger narrative about Agrippina’s 
attempts to get and keep power (2005, 339). 
 
376 Juxtaposition of disparate elements can serve as a logical mechanism in script theory (Attardo 




have taken place in a relatively private setting.377 The second attempt is carried out in a 
remarkably public context, at a dinner attended by a group of senatorial elites and their children. 
Tacitus gives no exact number of guests and names only a few specific individuals, but shows 
that Nero’s crime had an audience: “the other nobles of the same age” (ceteris idem aetatis 
nobilibus) could suggest a crowd, and in any case all are “in the sight of their relatives” (in 
aspectu propinquorum, 13.16.1), which suggests that a large number of people witnessed the 
poisoning. Tacitus’ emphasis on the audience confirms the difficulties that Nero’s agents had 
foreseen, but also calls attention to a major issue that has come up before in this episode: Nero 
does not want to be found out as a brother-murderer, but he is willing to risk or even encourage 
that reputation if incurring it can guarantee that he will be the central performer in the principate. 
The secrecy of the first attempt and of the poisoners’ preparations (so secret that even Agrippina 
had no idea, 13.16.4) is contrasted with Nero’s conviction that he, as emperor, must be on 
display as much and as prominently as possible. The contrast between Nero’s conflicting desires 
to conceal his crimes and attract attention to his power over Britannicus creates humor in this 
episode because emperors are not supposed to gain power on the basis of attracting attention, yet 
Nero does exactly that. Two models of power (that of concealing crimes for the sake of 
legitimacy and that of magnificence for its own sake) come into conflict because Nero’s decision 
to both conceal and publicize Britannicus’ death should fail because it brings together two 
opposed ideas. In fact, as Tacitus’ readers must already know, Nero will expand his personal 
authority after Britannicus’ murder. There is a contrast between Nero’s initial insistence on 
secrecy and his obvious desire to publicize his crime is humorous in that Nero cannot 
 
377 Tacitus says Britannicus was first poisoned by “his actual tutors” (ab ipsis educatoribus, 
13.15.4), presumably a small group of people who could have poisoned him in secret. 
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convincingly maintain both façades at once. In this way, Tacitus introduces humor by bringing 
together incompatible courses of action while simultaneously showing that the two of them did 
in fact work together. The supposedly legitimate basis of Nero’s power is publicly shown to be 
subordinate to performance as a basis of power. 
 The poisoners’ plan is meant to conceal that Britannicus was poisoned. Although the plan 
goes without a hitch, the more intelligent members of the audience immediately stare fixedly at 
Nero (13.16.4). Tacitus mentions nothing suspicious except Britannicus’ obvious physical 
distress. Although Nero and his co-conspirators have made a serious effort to conceal their plot, 
it is immediately detected by those with enough sense to make an educated guess.378 Ostensibly, 
Nero wants to avoid their attention, yet their immediate focus on Nero confirms his primacy over 
Britannicus. In other circumstances, a young man having a sudden, inexplicable physical crisis 
might command all attention, but those who have guessed what is going on turn immediately to 
Nero.379 Secrecy is broken, but Nero’s power is confirmed by attention, as it was at the lusus 
Troiae when he was favored over Britannicus. His reputation still matters—in fact he seems to 
consider his public image paramount—but he appears to consider it insignificant that he is 
attracting negative attention so long as he is attracting attention.380 The contrast between the need 
 
378 Tacitus calls this group quibus altior intellectus, which does not explicitly specify why they 
reacted by starring at Nero. Furneaux interprets the opposite group, whom Tacitus calls 
imprudentes as not having any idea what was going on (1907, ad loc). Koestermann suggests 
that the more sagacious group were frozen in abject terror because of their understanding (1963, 
ad loc). I assume that the smarter group was able to put two and two together and intuit that Nero 
was the person most likely to have harmed Britannicus. 
 
379 Agrippina is also present, and remains a major influence in Nero’s principate. That the 
politically savvy people do not look to her is one of several signs that her influence is waning 
during this episode. 
 
380 The elite audience here is different from the masses present at the lusus Troiae and their 
understanding of the complex politics of the imperial court is presumably more sophisticated 
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for concealment (because Nero is committing a heinous crime) and for display (because power 
and display of power are synonymous for Nero) conflict with each other here. The contrast 
between what should be advertised and what is too terrible to be mentioned in public is an 
animating contrast in much of Nero’s reign, and for Tacitus it is also a fertile ground for 
humor.381 The contrast here is not yet particularly humorous, because the two opposed scripts 
confront each other subtly at this point, but the absurdity of the situation is becoming apparent. 
 Nero’s reaction to Britannicus’ poisoning heightens the absurdity of the scene. Having 
obtained the spotlight, he plays his role competently, appearing nonchalant, “reclining and 
apparently unwitting” (ut reclinis et nescio similis, 13.16.3). Nero’s appearance is convincing. 
His excuse, however, is not convincing at all: “[Nero] said that this was usual, owing to the 
epileptic illness with which Britannicus had been afflicted since early boyhood, and that his 
vision and feeling would return gradually” (ait per comitialem morbum quo prima ab infantia 
adflictantem Britannicus, et redituros paulatim visus sensusque, 13.16.3). Although technically 
 
than is that of the average Roman. The populace may turn toward Nero out of ignorance and 
desire for spectacle, but the elite are often forced to pay attention to him because they run 
immediate, even mortal, political risks if they displease him. Nero’s demand for attention is 
nevertheless consistent over multiple social orders, even though the exact nature of that attention 
varies. 
 
381 Bartsch has commented on another episode that “Tacitus’ Nero thus emerges as a man whose 
power is characterized by his ability to decide what the truth in the public realm will be,” and 
that “for us [Tacitus’ audience] to draw a distinction between this false but public script and the 
reality behind appearances, we must be made privy to the (putative) unspoken truth that Nero is 
perverting into his (putative) lies for public consumption” (1994, 22). I agree with Bartsch’s 
assessment of Tacitus’ Nero in general, but would add that the characters in Tacitus often are 
aware of Nero’s manipulations of reality even if they are unable to directly confront him about it. 
Bartsch does mention that Nero appears “as the victim rather than the dictator of his audience’s 
acting or as the unavenging addressee of oddly nuanced performances” but says that with the 




possible, this explanation is extremely unlikely.382 Tacitus’ description suggests that the poison 
induced a response similar to a seizure, but it is incongruous that Nero brings up the possibility 
that it is a seizure to a room full of people who were already acquainted with Britannicus. Even if 
the Roman senatorial elite had somehow remained ignorant of a serious illness having 
manifested in one of the former emperor’s children, Britannicus’ stepmother and sister would 
have been able to evaluate such a claim. Octavia expresses no emotion, but Agrippina briefly 
shows her fear and dismay (13.16.4), emotions which she would not have displayed were this 
truly a routine occurrence.383 Notwithstanding Nero’s cool delivery, the lie convinces neither his 
audience nor Tacitus’. 
 As with Otho’s claim that the support of the Senate would bring him victory,384 Nero’s 
assertion that Britannicus is merely suffering from epilepsy becomes absurd because nobody has 
reason to believe the excuse, but everyone acts as though they do: “So, after a brief silence, the 
delightful party resumed” (ita post breve silentium repetita convivii laetitia, 13.16.4).385 The 
situation is horrific, but the observers’ feigned reactions create a darkly humorous tone. Despite 
their instincts, and despite the disturbing event that all have just witnessed, the spectators 
succumb to Nero’s authority because they are accustomed to concealing emotions that might be 
 
382 Suetonius records the same excuse with the specification that Nero lied (ementitus, Nero 
33.3), a more pointed verb than Tacitus’ colorless ait. Koestermann believes that Britannicus 
really did have epilepsy and that Nero was lying only by implication (1963, ad loc). Griffin 
suggests Nero’s excuse was “credible” but does not suggest evidence that could support it (1984, 
74). Pearce, on the contrary, finds the excuse implausible and an excuse to humiliate the dinner 
guests (2010, 64). I argue that Nero’s excuse is incredible for the reasons that I discuss below. 
 
383 Agrippina’s fear is of course for her own well-being rather than Britannicus’. Still, her shock 
indicates both that she is not in on the plot and that she did not believe Nero’s excuse. 
 
384 Hist. 1.84.3, discussed in chapter 2. 
 
385 Literally: “the joy of the party was resumed.” 
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unwelcome to the emperor. Laetitia is an especially important term here because it is an 
extraneous detail and comes at the end of the sentence. The contrast between the stunned horror 
of the initial reaction and the convivial joy that resumes at the end constitutes a grim punchline. 
Tacitus could have said that the convivium itself resumed, or that expressions of joy 
returned. Laetitia is an incongruous surprise at the end of the paragraph, because it describes 
emotional whiplash that is not inevitable in the situation386 and the reaction appears 
disconcertingly real. This joy adds both to the demonstration of Nero’s power and to the 
surreality of the scene, because Nero is apparently able to command changes in emotion that are, 
if not genuine, impossible to distinguish from reality.387 Elsewhere, Tacitus mentions joy 
(laetitia) in connection to murders when he wants to demonstrate that a character exercised 
power tyrannically.388 A joyful reaction to a death (or in any case a crisis—Tacitus never makes 
it clear if Britannicus died in the room or was removed to die shortly afterward) supports Nero in 
the moment, but not from a historical perspective, as his guests’ joy suggests that Nero’s 
 
386 Tacitus’ description of Octavia’s ability to hide her emotions suggests that she and the other 
well-trained participants at the dinner party would have reacted with apparent equanimity, and 
the silence Tacitus mentions right before joy resumes (breve silentium, 13.16.7) suggests that the 
situation required merely a compliant and not a demonstratively joyful reaction. 
 
387 Haynes draws a helpful distinction between actual reality, which cannot be expressed in 
language, and “the symbolically structured ‘reality’ in which Roman society actually operates” 
(2003, 34-5). She also understands Nero’s power as largely fictive anyway and a demonstration 
of the way that all power is at least in part propped up by unreality (2003, 75). Although I have 
not adopted Haynes’ terminology, my discussions of Nero’s effect on “reality” generally refer to 
the latter, social reality and of course not the unreachable reality. 
 
388 For example, one of Tacitus’ most sinister comments on Otho is that he was happy when the 
head of Piso was delivered to him (Hist. 1.44.1), discussed by Keitel (2006, 237-238). 
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commands create an alternate reality which others are forced to support, even if they do not 
believe Nero for a minute.389 
 At the beginning of the episode, Tacitus suggested that the most obviously advantageous 
course of action was for Nero to conceal that he wanted to murder Britannicus and that Nero 
knew this. At the end, however, Tacitus suggests that Nero asserted his power just as well by 
displaying his crime, because all the witnesses supported the plot instead of expressing moral 
outrage. There is humor in the seamless shift from instinctual to politically advantageous 
reactions,390 and with the strong contrast of the humor Tacitus also illustrates one facet of Nero’s 
power. Nero himself may be deluded and obsessed with performance (Tacitus does not clarify 
his interpretation), but in this situation he has either accidentally stumbled on a sound political 
strategy or skillfully consolidated his power through publicly displaying his ability to get away 
with murder. It is especially significant that Nero’s victory here diminishes Agrippina’s power. 
 
389 This phrase can be illuminated by comparison to Suetonius’ version of the same episode. 
Suetonius’ interest throughout the episode is with a few named characters directly involved in 
the action: he describes Nero personally flogging Lucusta (Locusta in Tacitus) when her first 
poison failed to murder Britannicus, and wraps up the episode by describing how he rewarded 
her when the next attempt succeeded (Nero 33.2-3). The guests who saw Britannicus poisoned 
are mentioned once and only as “guests” (convivae, 33.3). Suetonius mentions neither Agrippina 
nor Octavia. In his descriptions of Nero’s machinations, Suetonius presents an emperor’s-eye-
view of the episode: the narrator and his readers have access to privileged information about 
Nero but know nothing about the reactions of those who witnessed Britannicus’ death. In 
contrast, Tacitus’ narrative inhabits the minds of multiple witnesses, increasing narrative 
uncertainty even as he makes Nero’s guilt an open secret. By treating Britannicus’ murder from 
multiple perspectives, Tacitus highlights the discrepancy between perception and reality and 
thereby creates a space for humor. 
 
390 The opposed scripts here correspond to Raskin’s most general opposed pair, real/unreal 
(1985, 114). There are, of course, other scripts involved, including powerful/powerless (the 
senatorial elite in theory/the senatorial elite in reality) and terrified/relaxed. I consider the most 
general script opposition the most apt here, however, because this episode has such broad 
implications both for Nero’s regime and for Tacitus’ narrative. Britannicus’ death marks the 
beginning of a persistent effort on Nero’s part to convince or force everyone else to inhabit the 
fictive reality upon which his power depends. 
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She controls Nero before this episode, and in later episodes she is an obstacle to Nero taking sole 
control of Rome.391 At the fatal dinner, however, she is as shocked as anyone else and is unable 
to conceal her surprise. Instead of looking to her, the guests look to Nero. The humorous strands 
that Tacitus uses to describe Nero also illuminate his attempts to take control away from 
Agrippina and his other important councilors, thereby demonstrating both his power and how he 
wielded it against his political opponents. 
Nero as Petty Criminal 
 Tacitus continues to treat Nero as engaged in a combination of concealment and turning 
himself into a spectacle.392 He opens the next year with another scenario in which Nero’s power 
alters the behavior of others: “Nero wander[ed] through the streets of the City and its love-lairs 
and distractions in servile apparel, accoutered to dissemble his identity” (qua Nero itinera Urbis 
et lupanaria et diverticula veste servili in dissimilationem sui compositus pererrabat, 13.25.1). 
Nero’s choices here are even more inscrutable than during the murder of Britannicus. 
Presumably Nero is driven by his own “foul recklessness,” but even while dressed like a slave 
and meaning to conceal his identity, he is accompanied by people whose job is to assault 
passersby (13.25.1). Nero’s disguise seems poor, as in the very next sentence the word has 
already gotten out that the emperor sneaks out to assault distinguished Romans (13.25.2). The 
results of this situation are predictably bizarre. Nero’s habit of mugging elites encourages others 
 
391 In addition, Schulz (2019, 113) notes a final irony in Nero’s lamenting that he has been 
deprived of the help of his brother in governing the empire when that was of course exactly what 
he wanted (13.17.2). 
 
392 These constitute another script opposition insofar as you cannot simultaneously show off for a 
crowd and conceal what you are doing. Although this is a distinct and important opposition that 
continues to be important almost throughout Tacitus’ characterization of Nero, it also 
corresponds to the real/unreal script opposition because it often demands that witnesses to Nero’s 
antics treat them as simultaneously true (because they saw them) and fictive (because it is 
unacceptable to admit that they happened). 
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to do the same because they hope to be protected by the assumption that anyone doing violence 
at night must be treated with impunity on the grounds that he could be Nero (13.25.2). The 
situation is absurd because the emperor’s behavior is imitated by people who do not hold 
positions of power, and although his behavior would be inappropriate were he one of them, and 
although his identity is not very well concealed, they end up being treated as he would be 
treated.393 Imperial power has here been distributed over a large number of opportunists, 
especially those minor criminals whose occupation contrasts strongly with that of an emperor. 
People who defend themselves against Nero run great risks. Julius Montanus, after 
having counterattacked the disguised Nero and then pleaded his innocence on the grounds that he 
had not recognized Nero, “was driven to die—exactly as though he had remonstrated” (quasi 
exprobrasset, mori adactus est, 13.25.2).394 Tacitus presents this event as ominous, yet there is a 
sense of futility that makes it somewhat absurd. Nobody in the episode acts in a way that might 
be expected in a normal situation,395 and that adds an element of humor. The further contrast 
 
393 It is also possible that Nero’s behavior was actually typical of rowdy aristocratic youths and 
that it would not necessarily have been a blemish on his reputation (Champlin 2003, 152-3). 
Tacitus does not explicitly refer to this possibility, however, but rather emphasizes the complete 
inappropriateness of his behavior in this episode. 
 
394 It is difficult to reflect in English, but in Latin mori adactus est appears at the end of an 
involved sentence that describes the entire Julius Montanus incident. This information at the end 
of the sentence serves as an ironic surprise if not an outright punchline. In addition, Tacitus omits 
a detail that might have made Montanus’ punishment seems slightly more reasonable: Cassius 
Dio suggests that Nero interpreted Montanus’ request for a pardon as an admission that he had 
known that he was attacking Nero (epitome 61b.9.3-5). By not mentioning Nero’s reasoning, 
Tacitus complicates the reason for Nero’s anger, which makes it seem even more irrational. 
Bartsch notes that Tacitus’ is the only account of this episode in which Montanus does not know 
Nero’s identity in the moment, and that his version makes less sense than the others (1994, 18-9). 
 
395 The possible exception to this rule is Montanus, who in Bartsch’s opinion understands the 
literal situation but does not understand that he is supposed to keep the truth secret. His failure to 
conceal the truth makes him an insufficiently compliant audience member, which encourages 
Nero to have him killed (1994, 16). 
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between Nero the emperor, Nero the mugger, and Nero’s imitators also exploits the tension 
between high and low status. Although Nero has the authority to initiate more grandiose projects 
(including wars, traditionally a more acceptable occupation for Roman authorities looking to do 
damage), he disguises himself to walk around the city at night and commit violence. The 
opportunistic “Neros” are granted part of the privilege of the emperor because the two groups are 
indistinguishable. 
 The situation is humorous because it necessitates a reversal of normal thinking. Usually, 
an emperor would be more powerful by retaining his identity as emperor than by sneaking out in 
disguise to assault people in secret. Nor would regular muggers be empowered to behave as 
though they were the emperor in disguise—applied to most emperors, the excuse would be 
implausible. Finally, Tacitus shows that Nero’s behavior causes a major change in the elites. 
Where before they were empowered to fight off potential attackers with impunity, they no longer 
do so, as any assailant might be the emperor in disguise. Their consternation reverses normal 
social dynamics and provides a vivid illustration of their subjection to Nero. The nexus of 
secrecy and performance is further complicated here: everybody must participate in the 
deception because all are aware that a deception is taking place and are unable to avoid damage 
unless they play along. Tacitus says Nero was known to be acting deceptively, but his behavior 
encouraged others to perform all the more to secure their own places in the alternate reality he 
created. Nero amuses himself with half-staged street fights,396 while others are forced to 
participate in the spectacle as if it were reality. 
 
396 Tacitus describes a group of soldiers and gladiators whom Nero added to his entourage to step 
in if the emperor’s chosen victims were getting the better of him (13.25.3). Nero’s entourage 
lends a theatrical tone to the affair, as if the soldiers and gladiators are Nero’s co-performers and 
the victims an unfortunate audience. 
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This episode introduces new facets to the absurd contrast between Nero’s behavior and 
the way that Nero expects people to react to his behavior. The fact that these two categories are 
different at all illustrates Nero’s power: he can demand people respond to his implied wishes 
rather than his actual ones, and the bizarre things that they do in response to his (often equally 
bizarre) behavior suggests that they fear he will enforce his wishes. In addition to continuing 
these themes from the Britannicus episode, Tacitus adds an opposition between the exalted 
position of an emperor and the lowly one of a mugger. The two scripts overlap in Nero, whose 
unexplained desire to exchange his role as emperor for an obviously more lowly one is both 
disconcerting and humorous. Although Tacitus does not mention further episodes in which Nero 
disguised himself for this purpose, Nero engages in non-imperial pursuits throughout the 
surviving books of the Annals.397 This episode also provides the first example of non-elites 
participating in Nero’s deceptions and of people other than Nero benefitting from his deceptions. 
In this episode, the opportunistic muggers derive a clearer benefit than does Nero despite their 
low status. Although Nero successfully asserts his power by telling unanswerable lies, that 
strategy is already shown to be problematic because Nero cannot control his fictions once they 
are disseminated. Tacitus presents unconvincing but acceptable falsehood as a problem of Nero’s 
principate generally rather than as unique to Nero. 
 
 
397 Edward Champlin has argued that much of Nero’s unusual behavior is merely presented as 
unusual by ancient historians, not actually strange or counterproductive for a Roman emperor. In 
fact, Champlin argues, some of Nero’s apparently odd behavior would have made him more 
popular in the moment or constructed his public image in an easily comprehensible way (2003, 
237). Although Champlin’s reading of the historical sources on Nero turns up a series of 
compelling reasons for Nero’s apparent popularity in his own time and later, for my purposes the 
idea that Nero’s behavior could often be explained rationally but that Tacitus chose not to do so 





 Tacitus’ introduction of Poppaea constitutes a powerful example of another figure in 
Nero’s court taking advantage of Nero’s use of falsehood. Tacitus treats Poppaea as a crisis in 
the making before he even mentions her name (13.45.1) and uses considerable irony to describe 
her: “This woman had everything else except honorableness” (huic mulieri cuncta alia fuere 
praeter honestum animum, 13.45.2) is his initial pronouncement on her in the Annals.398 Plass 
calls this comment a “bitter witticism” that “asserts the corruption of a society in which such a 
statement actually meets expectations because character is treated as optional” (1988, 29). 
Tacitus’ tone is maliciously humorous, as indicated by the delay of praeter honestum animum to 
the end of the sentence, where it serves as an emphatic insult, and as a punchline.399 As he 
describes her, Tacitus emphasizes that Poppaea, like her most famous husband, relied on a 
combination of performance and concealment: “She paraded modestness and practiced 
recklessness, rarely emerging in public, and then only with part of her face screened by a veil, 
lest she satisfy people’s gaze or because it became her” (modestiam praeferre et lascivia uti 
rarus in publicum egressus, idque velata parte oris, ne satiaret aspectum, vel quia sic decebat, 
13.45.3). Poppaea, in Tacitus’ treatment, is aware that her beauty is among her best qualities but 
 
398 This is somewhat reminiscent of Sallust’s comment that to Sempronia “everything was 
always dearer than reputation and chastity” (cariora semper omnia quam decus atque pudicitia 
fuit, Bellum Catilinae 25.3). These comments reflect not merely that the historians have 
perceived a moral failing in these women, but that they see in them a total reversal of the normal 
rules of correct female behavior. In both cases, the woman appears to be taken to represent a 
pattern of reversed values that reflects on an entire group of people. 
 
399 Tacitus’ readers would presumably have had their own notions about Poppaea, and might not 
have been surprised by her bad reputation. Even if Tacitus’ characterization of Poppaea was not 
strictly a surprise to his original readers, the way that he presents it involves humor. 
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keeps it hidden in order to flaunt it.400 Going out in public is not a performance on the same scale 
as sneaking out in disguise or giving musical recitals (as Nero does later), but for a Roman 
noblewoman cultivating a reputation for modesty, appearing in public would have approached as 
close to performance as was advantageous. Because Poppaea performs her own modesty, her 
display is paradoxically one of concealment. She reveals enough of her face to let people know 
that she is beautiful,401 but the fact that she conceals her beauty is the vital part of her message. 
Tacitus implies that Poppaea knows what she is doing: she either believed that it was best to 
incite greater desire for her beauty by concealing it, or that she looked even more beautiful when 
partially veiled.402 Neither Poppaea’s false modesty nor her actual libidinousness are points in 
her favor, but her show of modesty makes her notable. 
 If Poppaea is a performer to rival Nero, the episodes that immediately follow her arrival 
on the political scene are the closest Tacitus comes to comedy. Her first marriage is swiftly 
dissolved as her relationship with Otho smoothly transitions from adultery into marriage 
(adulterio matrimonium iungeretur, 13.45.4). Two opposed scripts, marriage and adultery, are 
joined to each other (and by a word related to marriage, no less). Otho begins to play the role of 
the enamored adulescens, although he remains conscious of the political implications of their 
 
400 Koestermann comments on modestiam praeferre et lascivia uti as being a vivid demonstration 
of Poppaea’s duality in ironic terms (1963, ad loc). In terms from script theory, this passage 
unites two opposed scripts (appearing modest and being lascivious) in the character of Poppaea. 
 
401 It is unclear how often Roman women wore veils or what veils connoted. Hughes has 
suggested that veiling was not typical for women of any status in the early imperial period, and 
cites the depictions of women on the Ara Pacis as evidence that imperial women were not 
necessarily veiled (2007, 221, 229). Whatever was the actual custom of elite Roman women, 
Tacitus seems to suggest here that Poppaea’s veiling was in some way ostentatious. 
 
402 In his study of Tacitus’ “loaded alternative,” Whitehead suggests that most binary alternatives 
in Tacitus are not weighted one way or another (1979, 475-6), and names this passage among the 
binary alternatives that have no clear weight on either alternative (485). Nevertheless, both 
alternatives in this passage suggest that Poppaea intended some kind of manipulation. 
 
 192 
relationship: “Otho would praise his wife’s good looks and elegance in the princeps’ presence, 
whether being incautious through love or so that he might inflame him and, if they both 
possessed the same lady, that bond might add to his power”403 (Otho sive amore incautus 
laudare formam elegantiamque uxoris apud principem, sive ut accenderet ac, si eadem femina 
potirentur, id quoque vinculum potentiam ei adiceret, 13.46.1). Otho resembles the 
overenthusiastic lover from comedy,404 but one who has been disastrously combined with a 
mature politician. Tacitus connects the imperial court to a set of tropes that would have been 
familiar and hilarious in comedies, while he simultaneously likens the absurd machinations of 
comic lovers to those practiced by the emperor and his cronies.405 The combination of a comic 
premise with politics serves to make the situation both more humorous (in the overlap between 
imperial court and comic stage) and more sinister, because comic types are neither traditional nor 
appropriate rulers. The shift in perspective required to understand Otho as a scheming courtier as 
well as a foolish young lover increases the ominous tension in the situation while increasing its 
absurdity.406 
 
403 I have altered the last word in Woodman’s translation of this sentence from “powerfulness.” 
 
404 He is young and eager to brag about his love affair, which contributes to the unfortunate love 
triangle. In addition, Fraser has noted that in Histories 1 Tacitus appears to draw a comparison 
between Otho and the adulescens in Plautus’ Mostellaria (2007, 624). 
 
405 The version of this story that Tacitus tells in the Annals differs from all others, including the 
version he summarizes in the Histories (Champlin 2003, 47-8). In all other versions, Nero 
encourages the marriage between Otho and Poppaea, and therefore presumably knew her before 
she was married to him. The version Tacitus presents in the Annals puts Nero and Otho in direct 
conflict over a canny, ambitious woman, a situation which ancient Romans would have found 
familiar from comedy. 
 
406 I treat both of the possible motives that Tacitus attributes to Otho as partially true. Elsewhere 
Tacitus suggests that Otho loved Poppaea with a lasting and sincere devotion despite their 
mutual shallowness (Hist. 1.78.2). Tacitus’ suggestion that Otho used his relationship with 
Poppaea to attain power is easy to believe because Otho was ambitious enough that he eventually 
became emperor. It may also be significant that Plautus’ Stichus provides a comic precedent for a 
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 It is Poppaea, however, who stars in the imperial comedy. Tacitus suggests that she either 
caught on to Otho’s plan or latched on to the opportunity of her own accord, because she 
advances the deception: “Poppaea first achieved influence by means of skillful blandishments, 
pretending that she was unequal to her desire and captured by Nero’s good looks” (Poppaea 
primum per blandimenta et artes valescere, imparem cupidini se et forma Neronis captam 
simulans, 13.46.2). In English, the crucial participle must introduce the clause, but in Latin 
simulans comes last, leaving the middle of the sentence puzzling before the last word explains it. 
Indeed, imparem cupidini se offers no clues about the gender of the person referred to and might 
at first glance be taken to describe Nero’s reaction to Poppaea. The feminine participle in forma 
Neronis captam corrects that impression and reiterates what Tacitus has already said: that 
Poppaea was not emotional in her choice of lovers but was able to reconcile personal desire with 
political advantage.407 Deception is an essential part of Poppaea’s character, and here Tacitus 
conceals her machinations even from his readers until the last possible moment.408 The 
 
relationship in which two men remain friends because of their mutual love for the same woman 
(728-776). In any case, the relationship there is not only an unflattering comparison because it 
occurs in a comedy but because all the characters in that scene are enslaved. 
 
407 “Susceptible to neither her own nor another’s emotion, she would transfer her lust wherever 
advantage showed,” (neque adfectui suo aut alieno obnoxia, unde utilitas ostenderetur, illuc 
libidinem transferebat, 13.45.3) Syme cites this as the only negative comment on Poppaea’s 
character in her introduction (1981, 40). 
 
408 It is significant that Tacitus attributes machinations to her at all. Other sources pay less 
attention to her, or emphasize other, relatively apolitical aspects of her character. Suetonius, for 
example, says only that she was first beloved then kicked to death (Nero 35.3). Cassius Dio 
introduces her in a cursory fashion (epitome 62.11.1), blames her in part for the murders of 
Agrippina and Octavia (epitome 62.12.1; 62b.13.1), and complains about her luxurious lifestyle 
on the occasion of her death (62b.28.1), but attributes almost no mental activity to her. In her 
biography of Nero, Griffin derives her most detailed points on Poppaea’s politics from Josephus, 
whose information focuses on ways she affected Judea rather than Rome (1984, 101). On the 
other hand, Griffin finds it difficult to believe that Poppaea ever attained political influence 
equivalent to Agrippina’s because she was originally of lower status and depended more on Nero 
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discrepancy between Poppaea’s ardent exterior and calculating plans is amusing in itself, and 
extra humorous because it resembles the behavior of the money-grubbing comic meretrix, if the 
meretrix had turned her sights from money to imperial power. Poppaea’s understanding of the 
façade required by imperial power here surpasses Nero’s in that her deception does not become 
public knowledge. 
 Tacitus shows Poppaea’s machinations becoming increasingly ridiculous after she is 
confident that she has hooked Nero: 
She changed to haughtiness, insisting, if she were detained beyond a night or two, that 
she was a wedded woman and could not give up her married state, bound as she was to 
Otho by the kind of life which no one could equal: he was a man of magnificent spirit and 
refinement, she said, in him she saw things deserving of the highest fortune; whereas 
Nero, bound by custom to a maidservant concubine, had derived nothing from his servile 
cohabitation except sordid abasement. 
 
ad superbiam vertens, si ultra unam alteramque noctem attineretur, nuptam esse se 
dictitans nec posse matrimonium amittere, devinctam Othoni per genus vitae quod nemo 
adaequaret: illum animo et cultu magnificum; ibi se summa fortuna digna visere: At 
Neronem, paelice ancilla et adsuetudine Actes devinctum, nihil e contubernio servili nisi 
abiectum et sordidum traxisse, 13.46.2  
 
Tacitus reports none of Poppaea’s speech directly, yet the passage approaches a comic 
monologue, given that Poppaea makes almost nonsensical arguments and implicitly compares 
Nero to a slave. The absurdity of Poppaea’s protestation that she is a married woman should 
register immediately for any audience but the internal one, Nero. Her insistence on her marriage 
comes directly after Tacitus mentions that she protested on the basis of her marriage if she were 
asked to stay with Nero beyond “a night or two”: Poppaea suddenly claims her marriage is 
important to her when it wasn’t the last night or the night before that (Koestermann 1963, ad 
 
for political clout (1984, 103-4). Champlin understands all surviving characterizations of 
Poppaea as basically ahistorical, and Tacitus’ in particular as a “ferocious caricature” (2003, 
103)—still, Tacitus has taken the time to write a caricature where other historians provide little 
information of any kind. 
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loc). The suggestion that she repeats this argument (dictitans) heightens its improbability. The 
reasons why she cannot leave Otho are equally bizarre. She claims that she is “bound” to him 
“by a type of life which no one could equal” and that he is “deserving of the highest fortune” 
(13.46.2). Without context, these might be perfectly good reasons to stay with a husband, but 
given that Nero is the emperor, it is at best odd to claim that he does not maintain a sufficiently 
magnificent lifestyle.409 In addition, if Otho seemed worthy of “the highest fortune,” Nero was 
already its conspicuous beneficiary.410 For Tacitus’ readers, Poppaea’s argument against 
marrying Nero is humorous because it betrays that her resistance is faked and her arguments are 
concocted to achieve the exact opposite ends that they explicitly advance. That Nero believes 
Poppaea further confirms that deceptive appearances are paramount in his principate. 
 Poppaea does more than seduce Nero by putting on a good show, however. Several of her 
objections to marrying him are also implicit threats to an emperor who enjoys demonstrating his 
power through performance and excess. The comparison between him and Otho is unflattering in 
that it exalts Otho above the emperor, but perhaps worse is Poppaea’s implication that Nero has 
taken on the status of his freedwoman concubine, Acte. Poppaea describes herself as bound 
(devinctum) to Otho, while Nero is bound to Acte. Acte has already been a political problem for 
Nero,411 but this argument suggests that Acte’s status could rub off on Nero. Poppaea first calls 
Acte a paelex (which suggests a relationship congruent with the difference between her status 
 
409 In the Histories, Tacitus says that Otho competed with Nero over who could be more 
luxurious (1.13.3), so perhaps Otho did offer Poppaea a more hedonistic life than Nero did. 
Nevertheless, Poppaea’s claim that Nero could not equal Otho’s style seems specious. 
 
410 There is further irony here for readers because Otho did become emperor, although it would 
not have been plausible at the time. 
 
411 Tacitus reports that Agrippina found it unacceptable that a freedwoman be her son’s 
companion (13.13.1). Given Tacitus’ contempt for influential freedpeople in other episodes, 
some of Agrippina’s disdain for Acte may reflect his assessment. 
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and Nero’s), but her later reference to their relationship as a contubernium servile,412 and the 
parallel between Poppaea’s marriage to Otho and Nero’s relationship with Acte suggests that 
Acte’s low status made Nero himself less important. 
 Poppaea also suggests that Nero will gain nothing from a relationship with Acte. By this 
point, it seems that she has dropped her pretense of not wanting to marry Nero and begun to 
make the case that they should marry. Acte offers Nero nothing but “sordid abasement” 
(abiectum et sordidum, 13.46.2), while Poppaea presumably offers him the possibility of a 
legitimate child.413 Although Poppaea’s argument is disingenuous because Acte could not have 
legally married Nero, Poppaea’s criticisms of her are significant because they reverse her role 
and Nero’s. Poppaea is deciding between husbands, weighing up the benefit of each.414 Nero is 
already married to Octavia, who garners no mention in this section but was a better political 
prospect than either Poppaea or Acte. In Poppaea’s speech, however, the choice is between Acte 
(not useful) or Poppaea (useful for unspecified reasons). This speech demonstrates that 
performance, including convincing lying, is potent in politics because although it is a fiction, it 
has real influence, even when power ought to be immune to trivial concerns. 
 Poppaea will become an empress to fit Nero’s principate: she makes a careful spectacle 
of herself and finds in Acte a weakened rival to defeat in a fictive competition, as Nero did with 
 
412 Contubernium is commonly used to indicate cohabitation generally, but when it refers to a 
marital relationship, as it does here, it exclusively refers to marriage between slaves (OLD). 
Tacitus overdetermines this meaning by calling the relationship a contubernium servile. The 
marital sense of contubernium occurs nowhere else in Tacitus (Lexicon Taciteum): it is striking 
that Tacitus introduces such a concept ever. Koestermann calls contubernium an example of 
Poppaea’s great influence and ability to insult the emperor (1963, ad loc). 
 
413 Although she does not mention it here, Poppaea later mentions their prospective children as a 
primary argument for their marriage (14.1.2, 14.61.4). 
 
414 Tacitus referred to this capacity earlier, saying that Poppaea could subordinate her lusts to her 
advantage (utilitas, 13.45.3). 
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Britannicus.415 Nero is apparently fooled by her lies, but in narrative they are well matched. 
Poppaea’s courtship of Nero is ridiculous for its resemblance to theatrical comedy and for the 
mass of falsehoods that pass for the truth. Simultaneously, it demonstrates that absurd 
performance is currency in Nero’s principate and that the performance/concealment script 
opposition will continue to be relevant, sometimes even determining who is in power. Although 
Nero is not directly involved in this episode, Tacitus uses it to expand upon the reversed values 
of truth and falsehood. Poppaea’s excuses carry weight, even though they seem absurd from the 
perspective of Tacitus’ readers. Although falsehood has become this important because Nero has 
encouraged it, other political figures can take advantage of it. In this particular instance, Nero 
himself is taken in by a distortion of reality that his principate has made possible. 
The Murder of Agrippina 
 Tacitus continues to use humor to illustrate Nero’s rise to power in his narration of the 
death of Agrippina. Several of the previous passages that have used humor have pointed to 
Nero’s consolidation of power, and to Agrippina as an obstacle to him, although her influence 
had declined.416 Tacitus credits Poppaea as the instigator of the murder plot, and again her 
arguments are implausible but believed.417 She incites Nero to murder his mother both by 
accusations (criminationibus) and “through witticisms” (per facetias, 14.1.1). According to 
 
415 In addition, Koesterman considers Poppaea’s whole introduction a foreshadowing of 
Agrippina’s downfall, because her influence is in direct inverse proportion to Agrippina’s (1963, 
13.45.2), so Poppaea is not only a key to her own rise but also to Nero’s consolidation of power. 
 
416 Especially significant is Agrippina’s reaction to the murder of Britannicus, where Tacitus 
suggests that her influence waned in direct proportion to Nero becoming more prominent 
(13.16.6). I discuss this above in the “Murder of Britannicus” section. 
 
417 Despite his obvious antipathy to Poppaea, Tacitus blames her for only a few specific crimes. 
This and the death of Octavia are the most pivotal events for which Tacitus blames Poppaea. 
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Tacitus, these “witticisms” consisted of her calling the emperor “the ward” (pupillum vocaret, 
14.1.1) and claiming that he had neither power (imperium) nor freedom (libertas). Tacitus does 
not present these facetiae as particularly humorous—the funniest formal element in them is the 
alliteration between principem and pupillum, and they tend toward outright criticism 
(criminationes)—but the mention of Poppaea’s strategy recalls Nero’s interest in requiring 
people to recognize his power by treating his fictions seriously. Poppaea suggests to Nero that he 
could be the object of mockery because his power is fictive, and this prospect is more terrifying 
to him than his mother’s actual power. 
The rest of Poppaea’s appeal to Nero is laden with threats, including that she will return 
to Otho because that marriage would be less dangerous for her (14.1.2).418 In bringing up Otho 
she revisits her first objection to being married to Nero, and rings as hollow here as it did earlier. 
Tacitus specifies that she accompanied her speech with “the artful tears of an adulteress” 
(lacrimis et arte adulterae, 14.1.3), a contrivance which may deceive Nero but reveals her 
insincerity to Tacitus’ readers. As in the earlier passage, Poppaea’s performance here is 
humorous for Tacitus’ readers because it is so obviously false. Nevertheless, it touches off the 
episode that ends in Agrippina’s death, and was apparently enough to alarm Agrippina to the 
point that she may have attempted to seduce her own son as a countermeasure.419 
Tacitus depicts Nero’s decision to murder Agrippina as almost casual: “Deeming her 
overburdensome wherever she was, he decided to kill her, debating only whether by poison or 
the sword or some other violence” (postremo, ubicumque haberetur, praegravem ratus 
 
418 Syme noted “comic effects” in this passage (1981, 41). 
 
419 Tacitus hesitates to confirm or deny the multiple rumors and other historians’ opinions that he 
reports on this matter. (These speculations constitute the bulk of 14.2.1-2.) Although Tacitus 
ultimately does not vouch for any of these accounts, he does say that Nero started avoiding 
Agrippina and shortly decided to have her murdered (14.3.1). 
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interficere constituit, hactenus consultans, veneno an ferro vel qua alia vi, 14.3.1). Despite 
having documented Agrippina’s many flaws, Tacitus leaves Nero’s reasons unclear. Possibly, he 
suggests, Agrippina’s attempts to commit incest with him made her unpalatable (14.3.1).420 
Possibly Nero was convinced by Poppaea. Possibly Agrippina’s death had been inevitable since 
her son’s accession. Rather than settling on a single answer, Tacitus presents Nero’s decision 
simply and moves on to the vexed problem of the method of death. The fussiness of veneno an 
ferro vel qua alia vi contrasts with the enormity of Nero’s decision to kill his mother, the more 
shocking and significant of the two choices.421 Through much of this episode, Tacitus reports the 
details of Agrippina’s death with considerable humor even while the deed in its entirety is a 
horror. 
 As he does with earlier episodes centered around Nero claiming power, Tacitus shows 
Nero as focused on public spectacle to the exclusion of practical matters.422 Nero’s plan to kill 
his mother relies on his and his courtiers’ expertise in putting on a show, with predictably absurd 
results. Tacitus continues to draw out the contrast between performance and secrecy by calling 
attention to how public the murder was, even though the emperor and his advisers intended to 
 
420 Baldwin finds the passage in which Agrippina attempts to convince Nero through incest 
humorous, mainly because it implies Agrippina was past her prime seducing years (1977, 131). I 
have not discussed this passage because I do not see much humor in it and in particular find it 
unlikely that Tacitus is making a disapproving comment about Agrippina’s physical 
attractiveness, a characteristic that is rarely a major focus of his judgement. 
 
421 On the other hand, Tacitus may be suggesting that a person willing to order his mother’s 
death would the type to consider the means more thoroughly than the act. Nero is at once 
monstrous and internally consistent. 
 
422 Haynes considers this episode one of the most theatrical in Nero’s reign (2003, 73-4). 
Marchetta has made an extremely detailed argument that this episode in its entirety is based on a 
theatrical play, Seneca’s Thyestes (2004, 97-586). Although there is neither space nor reason to 
get into the details of that argument here, it contains interesting evidence of ways that Tacitus 
plays up the theatricality of the episode. Luke concludes that the veracity of the story is suspect 
because it fits so well into Tacitus’ portrayal of Nero as obsessed with performance (2013, 209). 
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keep it secret.423 Their final plan to drown Agrippina on a collapsing boat is more showy than 
practical or effectively deceptive. Tacitus attributes the idea for the shipwreck plan to Anicetus, 
perhaps an appropriate person to propose a plan involving a ship, Tacitus implies, because he 
was prefect of the fleet (14.3.3).424 Even after introducing Anicetus by his military appointment 
and hatred of Agrippina, Tacitus presents his plan as theatrical rather than plausible: it includes a 
faulty boat and the suggestion that after Agrippina’s death Nero should prove his piety by 
constructing a temple to her (14.3.3). Tacitus does not mention that anybody in Nero’s circle 
foresaw problems with this plan.425 Tacitus, however, has laid enough of a humorous 
groundwork to make the plot seem laughable. Nero’s meticulous concern over the method rather 
than the fact of the murder is reflected by Anicetus’ summary articulation of the murder plot and 
concern to pretend that Agrippina was not murdered at all. As Nero did when he planned to 
murder Britannicus, Anicetus glosses over practical issues to focus on the appearance of the deed 
once accomplished, and in doing so he ignores the potential snags in a plot that, to a reader, is 
obviously bizarre, and which indeed goes wrong almost immediately. Nero deceives Agrippina 
 
423 Tacitus says they were motivated to cover up their crimes not so much because they feared 
getting a bad reputation as because they were concerned that Agrippina’s loyal supporters would 
figure out their plot in advance and foil it (14.3.2). In this episode, secrecy is a matter of efficacy 
at least as much as deception, and it is therefore even stranger that Nero continues to insist on 
theatricality. 
 
424 Baldwin finds Anicetus’ deadpan cynicism humorous (1977, 132). Marchetta finds Tacitus’ 
introduction of Anicetus heavy on sarcasm because it shows that Anicetus was still educating 
Nero in vice (2004, 222). 
 
425 Although the plan is ridiculous in Tacitus’ version, Suetonius provides an even more bizarre 
account in which Nero first decides that Agrippina’s bedroom ceiling should collapse on her, 
then settling for the collapsible boat plan after the ceiling plan leaked (Nero 34). Suetonius’ Nero 
is the originator of both plans. 
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into believing that he wants to make amends (14.4.1)426 and later assuages her suspicions in 
order to persuade her onto the boat (14.4.4). This is the only part of the plan that works as it was 
intended to. 
 The sequence that leads to Agrippina’s death employs a considerable amount of irony 
and humor. Tacitus begins with some uncharacteristic scene-setting, describing the calm night 
and sea with an evocation of a kind of cosmic irony: “as if the gods had provided it to prove 
criminality” (quasi convincendum ad scelus dii praebuere, 14.5.1).427 The gods have chosen an 
unfavorable setting for Nero’s great crime. This sentence plays up the dramatic irony between 
the knowledge of the historian and reader, who know Nero’s plan, and the characters in the 
narrative, most of whom have no idea what is to come. What will later seem to be the gods’ way 
of revealing Nero’s crime would at that moment have seemed to his victims like a good night for 
sailing. Although Tacitus suggests that the gods desire to reveal Nero’s plan, they effectively 
lend Agrippina confidence instead.428 While hardly uproarious, the opening to this passage 
 
426 Tacitus attributes Agrippina’s susceptibility to Nero’s deception to “the credulity of females 
being responsive to joyful news” (facili feminarum credulitate ad gaudia, 14.4.1). Credulity is an 
atypical element in Tacitus’ characterization of Agrippina, who just a chapter ago was suspicious 
enough that poison was not a practical weapon against her. It does, however, help explain why 
this part of Nero’s plot succeeded. 
 
427 My translation departs from Woodman’s because Woodman puts the gods in an agent 
construction (“ensured by the gods”). In my opinion, making the gods the subject of the clause, 
as they are in Latin, better reflects how odd it is that Tacitus brings gods directly into the 
narrative at this point. It is perhaps also significant that Cassius Dio does something similar in 
his narration of the same event, saying that the sea itself was unwilling to be blamed for the 
crime (epitome 62a.13.2-3). Koestermann also comments on the tragic tone of this passage and 
the personification of the sea (1963, ad loc), as does Mendell, who calls it a “melodramatic 
flourish” (1957, 61). Shannon considers it a serious sign that the gods disapprove of Nero (2012, 
749). 
 
428 Schulz interprets this passage as an example of “mutual understanding between the emperor 
and his non-human surroundings,” a reflection of his imperial divinity. It is contrasted, however, 
by 14.10.3, where Nero finds the sea oppressive (Schulz 2019, 85). Tacitus is probably not 
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introduces irony by setting out contrasts between the characters’ impressions of reality and 
reality as Tacitus presents it to his readers. 
 At the beginning of the scene, Agrippina’s freedwoman Acerronia is happily reflecting 
on Agrippina’s reconciliation with her apparently penitent son when part of the boat collapses 
almost on top of the two of them (14.5.2).429 Although the boat collapses as planned at the signal, 
the people charged with executing the plot soon experience a range of mechanical failures. They 
had not predicted that Agrippina and Acerronia would be protected by the high sides of the 
couch on which they were sitting, and they are unable to trigger a further failure in the boat 
because the other passengers (who are not in the know) panic and prevent them from doing so 
(14.5.3-4). A large number of the rowers (who must have been in on the plot) attempt to sink the 
ship by leaning toward one side, but fail because they cannot immediately agree what to do and 
because the ignorant passengers ruin what efforts they make (14.5.5).430 Tacitus draws an 
implicit contrast between the concern for secrecy that went into the planning and the pure 
incompetence with which Nero’s anonymous agents carry it out. Tacitus introduces humor in the 
contrast between the plotters’ expectations and the execution of the plot, and more in reading 
 
sincerely portraying Nero as a deity in this passage, but in the murder of Britannicus episode, he 
has already introduced the idea that Nero might seem quasi-divine despite there also being 
evidence to the contrary. 
 
429 Tacitus describes the arrangement of Agrippina’s retinue on the boat in the same long 
sentence in which the trap is triggered. The first independent clause says the ship had not gone 
far. Acerronia’s misguided joy about the reconciliation is the second main clause, followed by a 
subordinate clause in which the trap is sprung, then a final independent clause saying that 
Crepereius, another of Agrippina’s attendants, died immediately. The sequence here is not 
particularly humorous (Crepereius’ death is not much of a punchline), but it is surprising and 
further emphasizes the disconnect between what happened and what was expected. Marchetta 
comments that by reporting Acerronia’s optimistic comments, Tacitus might have meant to 
imply that Agrippina did not believe them (2004, 265-6). 
 
430 Baldwin marks this passage as farcical (1977, 133). 
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these events as a performance gone wrong. By laying out first the ideal (but unlikely) course of 
the plot and then detailing what actually happened, Tacitus strongly marks the contrast between 
expectations and reality, which is a common script opposition in humor.431 The initial deception, 
performed by Nero himself, went better than it had to, but the murder attempt is so chaotic that 
Agrippina survives it. Nero’s deception convinces Agrippina, thereby allowing his agents to 
carry out the plot against her, but the plot completely ruins the deception. 
 In the chaos of the half-failed murder, Acerronia is finished off “while she misguidedly 
kept shouting that she was Agrippina and that the princeps’s mother must be rescued” 
(imprudentia dum se Agrippinam esse utque subveniretur matri principis clamitat, 14.5.6). 
Tacitus frontloads Acerronia’s lack of judgement by saying she acted misguidedly 
(imprudentia).432 Tacitus separates imprudentia from the behavior it describes: we read that 
Acerronia misjudged before learning that it was a mistake to claim to be the emperor’s mother. 
The revelation that Acerronia’s imprudentia was part of a reasonable strategy creates a 
punchline-like structure. In other circumstances, Acerronia’s ploy would not be unreasonable: 
Tacitus, his readers, and many of the other characters know that claiming to be Agrippina will 
get Acerronia killed, but Acerronia is ignorant of her circumstances and believes that it will help 
 
431 Raskin names it as one of the major categories of script oppositions, if not the overarching 
one (1985, 114). Tacitus’ narrative strategy in describing first the plan and then the facts also 
corresponds to one of the simple logical mechanisms, juxtaposition (Attardo 1994, 225-6). 
 
432 Woodman interprets imprudentia as referring not to Acerronia but to the people who 
mistakenly murder her (2004, ad loc), but his opinion seems to be in the minority: Furneaux 
interprets imprudentia as a causal ablative referring to Acerronia’s misjudgment. Koestermann 
suggests that, although the placement of dum would be unique, Tacitus has displaced 
imprudentia because it explains the entire clause and is therefore a necessary preface to it (1963, 
ad loc). I have altered Woodman’s translation to attach imprudentia to Acerronia. 
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her.433 The joke is at Acerronia’s expense more than Nero’s, but nevertheless creates morbid 
humor in the contrast between the differing expectations of readers and characters in the 
narrative. 
 Tacitus contrasts the fatally credulous Acerronia with Agrippina, who does not draw 
attention to herself. She, more circumspect than Acerronia, is silent, which keeps her concealed 
(minus adgnita, 14.5.3). Agrippina’s silence provides a variation on the humor associated with 
Acerronia: Agrippina survives the first attempt on her life because she does not advertise that she 
is the emperor’s mother, even though she really is. The humor here turns on the contrast the 
fictive affection between imperial family members and their actual murderous antipathy for each 
other. The emperor’s mother (and, for that matter, his stepbrother) should be favored, but both 
are murdered instead. Tacitus uses this contrast to highlight the complex series of judgements 
that Nero’s subjects have to perform in order to lie correctly. Acerronia gives the performance 
that she believes is required of her. She does not know she is assuming a disadvantageous role, 
but only that her deception could benefit her. Her thought process is not entirely unreasonable, 
but she is missing essential information. Tacitus presents Acerronia’s predicament as humorous 
to demonstrate that attempting to produce an advantageous lie can quickly become absurd. 
Agrippina, unlike Acerronia, initially refuses to perform or announce herself. Tacitus does not 
explicitly say that she understood in the moment that her son wanted to kill her, but the 
humorous contrast between her reaction and Acerronia’s suggests that she had guessed. 
In this scene, humor allows Tacitus to show that both women’s strategies were reasonable 
while simultaneously explaining why one escaped and the other was killed. Acerronia reacts as 
 
433 A few sentences ago, Acerronia was rehearsing the joys of mother-son reconciliation (14.5.2); 
she was thoroughly duped by Nero’s original performance. 
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has become normal in Nero’s principate in that she engages in deceit to attempt to derive an 
advantage. Agrippina acts on one of the other dictates of Nero’s principate, which is that when a 
crime is being committed it is better to stay silent and figure out what the emperor expects before 
resuming the performance.434 These two dicta are confusing for the victims of the crime as well 
as for its perpetrators. According to Tacitus, Nero’s power was supported by performance, but he 
exercised it to accomplish things that needed to be covered up. Acerronia understands 
performance as a way to placate Nero (and it is) while Agrippina understands that if she wants to 
escape, she must conceal her knowledge of the plot, as she does by keeping silent during the 
crisis and sending a deceptive message later. 
 By bringing together these two responses to the shipwreck, Tacitus shows that both 
characters are at once rational and ridiculous. Falsely claiming to be Agrippina would not be a 
good strategy in less chaotic circumstances, but strategic lies are often required in Nero’s court. 
Remaining silent in the face of disaster would be pointless and dangerous under normal 
circumstances, but is correct here, although it will not preserve Agrippina’s life. The layered 
contradictions are tricky to unpack, but the way that Tacitus has framed the whole narrative as a 
show gone wrong puts their behavior into a confusing paradigm that nevertheless illustrates the 
peculiarities of Nero’s regime. Although Nero is a tyrant, he enforces his wishes without 
exercising raw power. Instead, he demands that others support his version of reality, which 
Tacitus presents as absurd. People must comprehend both what he actually wants and what he 
wants them to believe he wants. Plenty of courtiers fail at this difficult task (as Acerronia does 
here), and even success does not guarantee a good outcome. In this episode, Tacitus uses humor 
to illustrate this complex dynamic and to show that even if Nero does not give clear commands, 
 
434 Nero’s murder of Britannicus establishes this rule. 
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the constant uncertainty that he has cultivated benefits him simply because it is difficult for his 
courtiers to mount a coherent response to it. Although simple contradiction between reality and 
Nero’s fictions might not be humorous in itself, Tacitus exploits the differences between them to 
point out both the unlikeliness and the durability of Nero’s power. Tacitus uses humor to suggest 
that Nero’s rule is not merely contradictory, but actually supported by its own contradictions.435 
The humor in this episode fleshes out the chaotic response of Nero’s court in the face of a 
disaster, which in turn links it back to the murder of Britannicus.436 Nero expects people to play 
along when he exercises his powers, even when he does so in a laughable way. People must 
recognize his power, but also pretend that they cannot detect his plots. The shipwreck is a tribute 
to Nero’s power and to the bizarre way in which he exercises it. Tacitus disapproves of both and 
treats them as uncomfortably intertwined: if Nero were not reckless enough to display his crime 
in this way, it might not demonstrate his power as starkly. It is Nero’s absurd demands more than 
his conventional ones that prove his power to command. 
 Agrippina keeps Nero’s criminal intent concealed after she has arrived at her own villa. 
Tacitus specifies that by putting together the ship collapsing, Acerronia’s death, and her own 
minor injury, she had concluded Nero was up to something (14.6.1).437 She decides to pretend 
 
435 In this way, Nero’s regime mirrors a joke structure because the entirety of it depends on 
opposed, overlapping scripts. Like a joke in script theory, Nero’s power is supported by a system 
of contradictions that paradoxically reinforce each other. 
 
436 Trevor Luke sees the episode of Agrippina’s death as the culmination of a power struggle that 
reaches back to the murder of Britannicus (2013, 208). 
 
437 This passage also describes the collapsing ship as a machinamentum, a word that has 
theatrical overtones to match the episode’s performance theme. Although machinamentum does 
not have a specifically theatrical significance, it is an unusual variant on the more common 
machina, which does have a specifically theatrical sense among its several meanings (OLD). In 
addition, Cassius Dio specifically says that the mechanism in question was inspired by a 
theatrical device (epitome 62a.12.2). Tacitus does not mention this detail, but it may well have 
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not to understand that she was attacked, another recognition of the importance of both 
performance and concealment.438 Instead of challenging her son, she sends him a message that he 
should not be afraid for her (14.6.2). Agrippina’s deliberations are more ironic than humorous 
because she takes it seriously that her life is at stake and much of the scene is focalized through 
her.439 
Tacitus, however, suggests that other characters reacted in humorous ways. He describes 
a group of people who rush the beach near Agrippina’s house: “the assumption being that [the 
shipwreck] had happened by accident, and each person hearing of it ran down to the shore” 
(quasi casu evenisset, ut quisque acceperat, decurrere ad litus, 14.8.1). Their misperception is 
somewhat humorous in itself—they are the last to understand what is going on—and their 
subsequent behavior reinforces this impression: “The whole beach was filled with the 
complaints, vows, and shouting of those asking their different questions or answering in 
uncertain terms. A mighty multitude with lights streamed down, and, when it became known that 
she had been preserved, they prepared themselves to offer congratulations –until they scattered at 
the sight of an armed and menacing column” (questibus, votis, clamore diversa rogitantium aut 
incerta respondentium omnis ora compleri; adfluere ingens multitudo cum luminibus, atque ubi 
incolumem esse pernotuit, ut ad gratandum sese expedire, donec aspectu armati et minitantis 
 
been implied by his phrasing. Griffin calls the machinamentum “part of a tendency for theater to 
invade [Nero’s] life” (1984, 164). Marchetta (2004, 223) also comments that Tacitus implicitly 
compares the boat to a theatrical device. 
 
438 Plass gives Agrippina’s decision to conceal her knowledge as another example of “political 
irrationality,” specifically the type that employs negations to eliminate the meaning of a sentence 
(1988, 123-4). 
 
439 Although Agrippina’s political judgement helps her survive this long, her attempt to deceive 
Nero does not actually help her. Bartsch understands this as the moment Agrippina submits to 
Nero’s control of the spectacle (1994, 21). 
 
 208 
agminis disiecti sunt, 14.8.1). Tacitus provides no information on the identity of the people on 
the beach. They could be anyone who heard the story and believed the shipwreck was an 
accident. Their ignorance makes sense because they are not typical participants in politics.440 The 
humor comes from the fact that they are forced to change their behavior extremely quickly when 
the soldiers show up and make it clear that the people on the beach have badly mistaken their 
assigned role. Tacitus builds up their (perhaps real) concern for Agrippina for the better part of 
two sentences (three main verbs), in which they fill every available space on the beach and 
gather to congratulate Agrippina on her escape, then abolishes all that in the donec clause, which 
also dismisses them from the narrative.441 The first part of the section is set up as a joke with a 
punchline, the target of which is the crowd who show up on Agrippina’s beach. The punchline 
underscores the opposed scripts that operate simultaneously on this group: on the one hand, it is 
correct to support the emperor’s mother, on the other, it is correct to obey the emperor’s wishes 
(as communicated by the appearance of the soldiers). 
Juxtaposed with the consummate villains of this episode (Nero the most obvious, 
Anicetus about to reappear in the next sentence, and Agrippina herself), the hapless well-wishers 
are hardly the most worthy of criticism. They are, however, guilty of misinterpreting the 
situation, an outright amusing mistake from the perspective of Tacitus’ readers. The humor here 
indicates that the obvious villains of the imperial court are not the only ones who struggle to 
cope with Nero’s fictions. Tacitus warns against the credulity of the vulgus nearly as much as he 
 
440 Although Tacitus does not specify who they are exactly, it seems unlikely that they are major 
political figures. Galtier interprets them as ordinary people who happen to notice there is some 
chaos going on (2014, 311). 
 




skewers the flagrant crimes of the emperor and his cronies.442 The humor is complicated, though, 
because the internal audience on the beach has as much information about the recent disaster as 
anyone would. Tacitus’ audience can find humor in the crowd’s premature exuberance and 
sudden reversal, but this is not an instructive sententia, but an example of chaos playing out. 
Like Acerronia, the people on the beach make the wrong call and suffer in a way that Tacitus 
communicates with humor, but unlike Acerronia they are not contrasted with an example of a 
successful escape. Nero’s double world, performed fiction laid over known but unacknowledged 
reality, has not entirely reached this group. Instead of understanding the entire situation, they 
hear only the fiction, not the reality that should temper their reaction to the fiction. Unlike the 
elites, they do not have the means to understand what Nero really wants.443 Their unmitigated 
support for Agrippina as the emperor’s beloved mother aligns with the impression Nero wanted 
to disseminate, but conflicts with how he actually wants them to act. Tacitus shows that Nero 
counted on those in the know to recognize his deceptions, and that uninformed outsiders could 
pose a problem if they believed his fictions entirely.444 Because recognizing deception required a 
special perspective that was often limited to elites placed close to the emperor (and perhaps 
 
442 The people on the beach are not the Roman vulgus because they are at Bauli, but their 
imprudence and recklessness connect them to Tacitus’ other depictions of the common people. In 
any case, they are a contrast from the secret plots of Nero’s court (Felici 2014, 313). 
 
443 Marchetta contends that the people on the beach are dupes of Agrippina rather than of Nero 
because she is the one who pretended not to realize Nero was trying to have her murdered, and 
because many of Nero’s deceptions were started by Agrippina in the first place (2004, 175-6). 
Marchetta’s point is reasonable, but in my opinion he makes an overly fine distinction between 
deception associated with Nero’s principate and with Agrippina. 
 
444 Julius Montanus (discussed above) provides a similar example: he defended himself on the 
charge of assaulting the emperor by claiming not to have seen through Nero’s disguise, and was 
commanded to kill himself regardless (13.25.2). His case is different because he is important 
enough to attract Nero’s direct attention (unlike the people on the beach at Bauli) and might have 
guessed that his assailant was Nero. 
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careful historians), Nero’s strategy for maintaining power undercuts itself whenever people are 
legitimately confused by his official fictions. 
 None of the above stops Tacitus from also treating Nero as the target of humor. At this 
phase of the plot, Tacitus shows Nero improvising desperately. Nero imagines the coup that 
Agrippina could still organize (14.7.2) and summons Burrus and Seneca, whom he has not yet 
taken into the conspiracy against Agrippina, although Tacitus seems to doubt that they had 
remained ignorant (incertum an et ante gnaros, 14.7.2). The contrast between the calculated 
calm of Nero’s advisers and his own frenzy is humorous because the character who ought to be 
able to control events most has again lost control of the events that he himself set in motion. 
Despite the presence of two rational political actors, Nero, according to Tacitus, came up 
with a plan to finish off Agrippina: he pretends that Agrippina’s messenger Agerinus445 was part 
of a plot to kill him (14.7.6). Tacitus reminds readers of the performance motif by saying Nero 
“set the stage for an accusation of his own” (scaenam ultro criminis parat, 14.7.6). Because there 
is no literal stage, this figure of speech serves little purpose other than to be a reminder that Nero 
draws on theatrical performance (Baldwin 1977, 134; Bartsch 1994, 21). Although Tacitus 
credits Nero with excellent powers of deception earlier in the episode, he portrays his gambit in 
this case as truly wretched: Nero “threw down a sword at [Agerinus’] feet” (gladiumque […] 
abicit inter pedes eius, 14.7.6). Tacitus draws attention to the awfulness of Nero’s plan. Gladium 
appears a few words before the clause to which it belongs, setting up an expectation of violence 
on which Nero’s plan does not deliver. Tacitus does not suggest that Nero even attempted to 
throw down the sword secretly (he includes none of the several appropriate Latin adverbs), nor 
does he offer any explanation of why an interrupted assassin would have a sword at his feet. 
 
445 Suetonius calls the same figure Agermus (Nero 34.2). 
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Although he explains that Nero did this in order to have a pretext to have Agrippina killed by 
soldiers under Anicetus’ command, his presentation of Nero’s attempt to frame the messenger 
makes it seem entirely unconvincing.446 By presenting these events as happening almost at 
random, Tacitus emphasizes the strange and theatrical elements of Nero’s rule to such a degree 
that, in his narrative, they overshadow the ostensibly convincing excuse for Agrippina’s murder, 
which encourages a humorous interpretation of the apparently nonsensical plan.447 
 For Tacitus’ readers, Nero’s behavior here is familiar from the murder of Britannicus, 
which was similar in that the first attempt failed and during the second attempt it became obvious 
that Nero was trying to murder a close relative. In both episodes, Nero intends to maintain 
secrecy, but then abandons it, and in both he is the last person to understand that his guilt is 
obvious. Nero’s acting is unimpeachable on both occasions: he betrays no alarm at Britannicus’ 
collapse and shows a false pietas that deceives Agrippina. His plans, however, are superbly ill-
considered.448 The contrast between Nero’s ability to deceive in person and his ability to plan a 
successful deception is humorous because it plays to an established script opposition between 
 
446 Burrus has said that the praetorians would not kill Agrippina even if they were commanded to 
(14.7.4), so it could make sense that Nero needed a pretext for killing her. Anicetus’ soldiers, 
however, are probably from the fleet that he commanded, not from the praetorians, and their 
loyalty to Nero does not depend on his mother: Nero appears to have had independent strong ties 
to the fleet at Misenum. The praetorians, in contrast, were conspicuous supporters of Agrippina 
(Griffin 1984, 68-9). Tacitus next says Anicetus’ men killed Agrippina without hesitation. The 
overall impression is that Nero did not need to provide an excuse of any kind but fabricated a 
flimsy one out of habit or for the benefit of public opinion. 
 
447 Luke does not see such a plot as ridiculous at all, because there is nothing inherently unlikely 
about the method (2013, 220-1). I recognize that such a plan could have been possible in reality, 
but that such an interpretation flies in the face of the narrative that Tacitus has given. 
 
448 Neither murder is planned entirely by Nero. Julius Pollio and Locusta do most of the practical 
work in Britannicus’ murder (13.15.3-5), and Anicetus comes up with the flashier part of 
Agrippina’s (14.3.3). Nevertheless, Tacitus insists that Nero produced some of the worst ideas in 
both schemes, including by demanding a rapid and public poisoning with Britannicus and 
insisting Agerinus was menacing him with a sword during Agrippina’s murder. 
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Nero’s role as emperor (through which he exercises power) and his role as actor. The two scripts 
are opposed in that they are traditionally incompatible activities, that overlap in Nero.449 
Moreover, Tacitus suggests that Nero’s role as actor actually shores up his power as emperor, 
thus uniting the opposed scripts in a humorous yet ominous way. Because Nero does not 
convince people that his claims are actually true, he is like an actor, but because people obey him 
anyway, he is all the more clearly an emperor. Nero’s façade, like that of a theatrical actor, has to 
be understood by his observers to be appreciated. As a play would suffer from being understood 
as reality, so the world of the imperial court has to be understood as a fiction to be navigated 
successfully. 
Tacitus suggests that although Nero cultivated falsehood to secure his power, that same 
strategy simultaneously exposed Nero to ridicule, because those who understood the extent of his 
power also understood the extent to which it was propped up by falsehoods. Tacitus does not yet 
detail any serious consequences that Nero experiences from appearing ridiculous, but he has 
already hinted that Nero was vulnerable to being deceived by others (including Poppaea, 
discussed above). By including the scene on the beach at Bauli in the Agrippina episode, Tacitus 
points out the limitations of Nero’s control. For many of the people Nero aspires to control, his 
true desires are almost impossible to comprehend. Because they do not have enough information 
to understand what is and is not a performance, the ignorant majority believe in Nero’s pietas 
toward his mother and in Poppaea’s modesty. Nero’s façade usually helps him, but here and in 
the Britannicus episode, his insistence on maintaining a public face that is obviously false also 
makes him a target of humor for Tacitus’ readers. The Agrippina episode ends with Nero at the 
 
449 Haynes has noted that Nero’s rule was disconcerting because people were forced to 
acknowledge him as both an emperor and an actor (2003, 72). I argue that Nero’s dual roles are 
connected to humor as well as to menace. 
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height of his political powers, but also at a height of absurdity. Tacitus suggests that Nero’s 
absurd deceptions forced people to confirm his authority (because nobody less powerful could 
get away with such bizarre lies), but also put his power on an unstable foundation, as Tacitus’ 
use of humor demonstrates for his audience. 
 After Nero’s wild plots have played out, Agrippina’s death itself has little humor. Tacitus 
continues to treat Agrippina as a terrifying figure rather than a humorous one.450 Nero’s 
performance, however, is not over. Tacitus suggests that after Agrippina’s murder Nero reflected 
on his crime and realized he had done something very wrong indeed (14.10.1). His supporters, 
however, still followed the false version of events that he had established. They helpfully 
congratulated him on avoiding his mother’s supposed attempt to kill him (14.11.1). Tacitus 
shows that Nero’s fiction (that Agrippina tried to kill him first) was accepted (although perhaps 
not truly believed) and perpetuated by people other than Nero. Tacitus also suggests that those 
repeating Nero’s fiction were the ones who knew the real truth—if they did not know, they 
would not be so quick to reassure Nero that he had done nothing wrong. Tacitus suggests that 
this strategy accorded with Nero’s goals because Nero merely pretended to be sad about his 
mother’s death rather than actually feeling sad (14.10.2). 
Tacitus further illustrates the absurdity of the situation by recounting Nero’s unbelievable 
excuses as they appeared in a letter written to the Senate by Seneca (14.11.1-3).451 Seneca’s letter 
 
450 Her last words, “stab my belly” (ventrem feri, 14.8.5) and a previous response to a prophecy 
of Nero’s powerful but matricidal destiny, “let him slaughter, provided he achieves command” 
(occidat […] dum imperet, 14.9.3) suggest that Agrippina herself perceives the irony of her 
situation. Despite the irony, I see little humor here because both utterances make sense of the 
situation instead of introducing an opposed script: Tacitus confirms that Agrippina was too 
ambitious and suffered the consequences. 
 
451 “For [Seneca] narrated the shipwreck also; but who could be found so dull as to believe that it 
has been a chance occurrence? Or that a shipwrecked woman had sent a single man with a 
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advances Nero’s version of events, but Tacitus says that the letter contained obvious falsehoods. 
Seneca’s reputation suffers more than Nero’s because Nero had less of a reputation to lose, but 
the letter reveals that Nero was responsible for the murder when it was meant to exculpate him. 
Tacitus’ description of the Romans’ reaction to this letter makes it clear that the information was 
not merely difficult to believe but was the object of strong incredulity: he focalizes their strong 
reactions in two rhetorical questions, both of which suggest that only a very “dull” (hebes) 
person could ever believe Seneca’s excuses. Given that the point of having Seneca write the 
letter was to provide a reasonable excuse, their reaction exposes the futility of attempting to 
conceal Nero’s actions, even when a more credible character attempts to support Nero’s chosen 
narrative. 
The contrast between intent and result is, again, humorous only for Tacitus’ audience—
all the characters in the narrative treat the matter seriously. Tacitus, however, uses the humorous 
play between reality and fiction to emphasize that Nero’s deceptions were not believable. The 
Senate sees Nero for what he is, which is a monster. Tacitus’ readers, who have the benefit of 
hindsight, see a monster who is also a laughingstock, impossible to take seriously for his ill-
considered commands and his transparent plots. For his contemporaries, Nero’s monstrosity 
(immanitas, 14.11.3) endangers Roman politics, but readers can still appreciate the absurdity of 
one of Nero’s most taboo murders, in part because observing the absurdity of Nero’s behavior 
and how he got away with it encourages a sense that such antics could be avoided in the future 
 
weapon to break through the cohorts and fleets of the commander? Therefore it was no longer 
Nero, whose monstrousness outstripped the complaints of all, but Seneca who was the object of 
adverse rumor, because in such a speech he had inscribed a confession.” (namque naufragium 
narrabat: quod fortuitum fuisse quis adeo hebes inveniretur ut crederet? aut a muliere naufraga 
missum cum telo unum qui cohortis et classis imperatoris perfringeret? ergo non iam Nero, 
cuius immanitas omnium questus antibat, sed Seneca adverso rumore erat quod oratione tali 
confessionem scripsisset, 14.11.1-3). 
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by more astute observers. By taking advantage of the historical perspective afforded by the fact 
that there was, by Tacitus’ time, much less impetus to keep Nero’s secrets, it is possible to 
correctly interpret Nero’s behavior, and perhaps to imply that it existed also in contemporary 
emperors. As Tacitus makes clear, unsophisticated attempts to interpret Nero’s behavior and 
utterances often lead to misunderstandings and sometimes to disaster, but perhaps understanding 
the complexity of his rule is beneficial for those not currently living under it. 
 Tacitus suggests that Agrippina’s death confirmed Nero’s power over his advisers while 
simultaneously repeating the absurd methods of exercising power that Nero used to eliminate 
Britannicus. By using similar humorous motifs in both episodes, Tacitus makes these episodes a 
pair and explains how Nero came to exercise power in the way he did. Tacitus develops a 
humorous contrast between Nero’s obviously false claims and the reality that they cannot fully 
conceal in order to illustrate that Nero demonstrated his authority by making others participate in 
his fictions rather than using more typical means of coercion. Although Tacitus presents the 
process by which Nero’s wishes were communicated as absurd and humorous, his regime 
remains tyrannical despite being supported by absurd means, and at times is more tyrannical 
because of its absurdities, which often transcend practical cruelty.452 
Part 2: Nero in Power 
 After the death of Agrippina, Nero is the major power in his own principate. Seneca and 
Burrus survive and occasionally attempt to exert a benevolent influence, but their ability to 
 
452 The humor of the contrast between Nero’s desire to perform and to keep secrets is somewhat 
mitigated in his murders of other political enemies because there is no actual need for an emperor 
to conceal the deaths of people who have plotted against him. (In fact, the opposite is true.) 
Ordering the deaths of alleged traitors Is entirely compatible with an “emperor” script, perhaps 
even a “good emperor” script, while ordering the murder of relatives, even ones like Agrippina, 
is not compatible with a “good emperor” script and introduces a different frame of reference. 
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advise Nero is severely diminished. Tacitus presents Nero’s obsession with public performance 
as genuine because Nero continues to engage in spectacles (including ones in which he appears 
ridiculous) even when Tacitus suggests that these reflected badly on him.453 Tacitus, however, 
expands on the relationship between humor and power in this section. Although Tacitus 
continues to make Nero a target of humor for the audience of the Annals, he also suggests that 
Nero and his courtiers have become aware that humor and the deceptive framework associated 
with it is a political tool and began to take advantage of it consciously. Some of Nero’s courtiers 
realize that they can take advantage of the bizarre paradigm for reality that he has established, 
while Nero himself increasingly uses mockery to combat his real and perceived rivals for 
imperial power. 
Nero as Charioteer 
 Tacitus follows up Agrippina’s death with an episode centered on Nero’s interest in 
chariot racing. He calls Nero’s desire to race and sing in public “foul” (foedum), and says that 
this desire was grudgingly indulged by Seneca and Burrus (14.14.2).454 Nero’s ability to display 
himself is therefore in inverse proportion to the influence of his mother and teachers, the former 
of whom is dead and the latter in a weakened position. Seneca and Burrus arrange for Nero to 
 
453 Champlin has argued that Nero’s spectacles were, in fact, a practical way of courting the 
favor of non-elites, or at the very least that public performances, including chariot racing, 
functioned to facilitate a kind of connection between him and the Roman people (2003, 62-3). 
Although this is a compelling argument that takes into account the relationship between power 
and entertainment in ancient Rome, Tacitus’ narration emphasizes neither the practical nor the 
beneficial results of Nero’s spectacles, preferring to focus on Nero’s eccentricity. There are 
historical reasons that Nero’s behavior might have made sense, but they emerge in spite of 
Tacitus’ narration rather than because of it. 
 
454 According to Griffin, their influence had fallen after Agrippina’s death as Tigellinus assumed 
more power. Seneca continued to appear important for some time, but that was probably an 
appearance without substance (1984, 81). 
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race his chariot nearby Rome “without becoming an indiscriminate spectacle” (haud promisco 
spectaculo, 14.14.2).455 The Romans are invited to watch anyway, but Tacitus suggests that at 
this point, Nero considered the large audience negotiable (14.14.2). Regardless of Agrippina’s 
death, Nero continues to make absurd performances, and if they become less obviously harmful 
to his enemies, they still reassert his power. 
 This passage could be considered humorous through the familiar absurdity of the emperor 
treating a truly bizarre situation seriously, but, unlike the previous displays, the conflict between 
opposed scripts is scaled back. By this point, Tacitus suggests, performance had become a 
shameful but effective way for Nero to communicate his power. Although chariot racing was not 
a typical activity of Roman emperors (Tacitus has Seneca and Burrus say so), Nero defends it as 
imperial enough.456 According to Tacitus, Nero cited history to persuade Seneca and Burrus,457 
saying “that competing with chariot and horses was a royal pursuit and practiced by ancient 
leaders, and that too one celebrated in the praises of bards and offered as an honor to the gods; 
moreover singing was sacred to Apollo” (concertare equis regium et antiquis ducibus factitatum 
memorabat idque vatum laudibus celebre et deorum honori datum. Enimvero cantus Apollini 
sacros, 14.14.1-2). Tacitus offers no rebuttal to Nero’s argument, but given his prior judgement 
that Nero’s desire was “foul,” it seems likely that these are not good enough arguments to 
 
455 Tacitus also says Nero desired to race and perform on the lyre not actually at the games but 
“as if at the games” (ludicrum in modum, 14.14.1). 
 
456 Chariot racing could also connect to Nero’s father and grandfather, both of whom were 
Roman aristocrats known for bad behavior with chariots. In addition, chariot racing was not as 
disreputable a profession as was acting (Fantham 2013, 19). That would not be a good 
association, but nor would it be totally opposed to Nero’s role as emperor. 
 
457 There may be some humor in the idea that the emperor had to persuade his advisors to be 
allowed to do something. 
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overcome the elite taboo against performance. Still, Nero’s choice here is entirely compatible 
with his typical manner of exercising his power. 
 At this point, Tacitus suggests that Nero had consolidated power as much as he ever 
would. The other members of the imperial family were either dead or non-threatening, and 
although Seneca and Burrus were still living, neither exercised the influence that they had earlier 
(Koestermann 1963, 14.14.2). In this episode, Nero appears less interested in performing virtues 
and more interested in performing whatever gets most attention.458 Although Nero’s advisers still 
want his disgraceful behavior to be kept secret, Tacitus makes Nero appear less humorous as his 
public displays become more straightforward. Where Tacitus presented Nero’s complex 
deceptions as terrifying for people who had to figure out how to react to them in real time, larger 
spectacles are presented as embarrassing but not particularly difficult to comprehend.459 
Although Nero’s deceptive behavior in the murders of Britannicus and Agrippina seems to have 
terrified the elite and taxed their capacity to respond cogently to the emperor’s behavior, Tacitus 
suggests that such behavior still fostered a privileged understanding between emperor and elites, 
excluding the ignorant common people. Less explicitly political displays, such as chariot racing, 
are also disgraceful by traditional elite standards, but did not privilege the relationship between 
the emperor and the elite.460 
 
458 Nero does later treat other members of the elite as threats to him (notably members of the 
Pisonian conspiracy and Torquatus Silanus, the former of which I discuss at greater length 
below), but after Agrippina’s death Nero does not seem to have perceived anyone as an 
immediate threat until he is informed of some imminent problem. 
 
459 Although Nero himself seems unaware that he should be embarrassed by his public 
performances, his audiences frequently seem embarrassed on his behalf. 
 
460 Public games gave the general public a rare opportunity to observe their emperor in person 
and even to express some of their opinions to him (Griffin 1984, 110; Champlin 2003, 63). 
Although an emperor racing a chariot would have been different from an emperor sitting in the 
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By continuing to portray Nero as producing unusual public spectacles after he has 
secured his place as emperor, Tacitus shows that aspects of Nero’s regime that he portrays as 
humorous were not merely temporary strategies but integral parts of the way Nero exercised 
power. Where Tacitus earlier portrayed Nero as making ridiculous performances to shore up his 
authority, these later episodes show him engaging in absurd behavior to expose others to ridicule 
and to display his own power. Tacitus implies that control over humor—specifically control over 
what was and was not mocked as absurd—constituted a significant part of Nero’s efforts to 
control Rome. 
Nero and Seneca 
 Tacitus treats Nero’s break with Seneca in detail, including two speeches in direct 
discourse. In this episode, Tacitus examines how people other than the emperor took advantage 
of the changed norms of reality under Nero’s principate. As Tacitus tells it, Nero’s break with 
Seneca consists of a pair of speeches in which each character attempts to shape reality by saying 
absurd things that the other must pretend to understand as true. Tacitus names a number of 
potential incitements to the conflict, including several which suggest that Seneca was the final 
original counsellor that Nero had not yet eliminated. The suspicious death of Burrus left Seneca 
without an ally, and coincided with the rise of Tigellinus, whom Tacitus introduces as a malign 
influence in contrast to Seneca’s good one. Tacitus says that as Seneca’s position weakened, bad 
people (deteriores) began to warn Nero that his impressive gardens and villas outshone the 
emperor’s and that Seneca’s eloquence and poetry might surpass his (14.52.2-3). Tacitus 
presents these as petty concerns (they are voiced by a group identified as deteriores) and as 
 
audience, it still seems likely that enthusiasm for public games would have been understood as a 
favor to the plebs in particular. 
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related to spectacle and appearance. The interest in spectacle comes from Nero’s supporters 
rather than from the emperor himself, but nevertheless remains a major part of how his court 
calculates power. 
The deteriores accuse Seneca of mocking Nero’s passions: “he was, they said, being 
openly prejudiced against the princeps’ delectations, depreciating his power in controlling horses 
and making sport of his voice whenever he sang” (nam oblectamentis principis palam iniquum 
detrectare vim eius equos regentis, inludere voces, quoties caneret, 14.52.3). Tacitus gives this 
remark a kind of dark humor in that the deteriores name a series of non-criminal acts as their 
best evidence against Seneca. To anyone not subject to Nero, the deteriores’ objections to 
Seneca would not seem serious and, Tacitus implies, they would not be taken seriously in a 
better version of Rome. According to Tacitus, Seneca has said nothing inappropriate, because 
Tacitus also disapproves of an emperor who races chariots and sings. If, however, Seneca had 
mocked Nero for his artistic pursuits (as the verb inludere suggests, 14.52.3), that could 
constitute an insult to the performances that were crucial to Nero’s power, a problem for Nero’s 
supporters. Tacitus shows that because of the deteriores’ slander, Nero began to see Seneca’s 
mockery of his performances as a threat to his principate. Everyone already knew about Nero’s 
obsession with performance, but using humor to describe it distinguishes Nero’s behavior from 
the narrative that his courtiers are required to profess, and acknowledging that discrepancy 
makes Seneca a threat to Nero. 
 In the exchange between the Seneca and Nero, Tacitus represents both as making 
disingenuous speeches that demonstrate the absurdity of power under Nero’s regime. Seneca, 
attempting to retire without losing his life, makes an elaborate, self-deprecating speech. The 
speech is rife with dramatic irony because Tacitus has just described the actual reasons Seneca 
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wanted to retire, and they are not the same as the ones given in the speech. For Tacitus’ readers, 
Seneca’s speech is false and unconvincing.461 Yet because Tacitus presents it in a serious 
manner, the speech is humorous because of the opposition between Seneca’s (obviously false) 
claims and what readers know to be the truth.462 Truth and falsehood might overlap without 
humor in a deceptive speech, but here the fact that a known falsehood is accepted as if it were a 
truth by the audience introduces humor because Nero’s speech reflects Seneca’s points as if they 
were true. 
 Nero’s response is also humorous for Tacitus’ readers because Tacitus has narrated his 
reasons for suspecting Seneca, but his speech reflects none of them. Of special note is Nero’s 
opening sentence, in which he says that his ability to respond to Seneca’s speech ex tempore is 
due to Seneca’s good instruction (14.55.1). Tacitus has already mentioned that Seneca was 
Nero’s teacher, and that Nero’s speech at his accession was written by Seneca (13.3.1). This 
passage reverses that dynamic by proving that Nero is capable of producing his own speeches, 
while Seneca is forced to follow Nero’s lead (Schulz 2019, 78-9). This initial ironic reversal sets 
up the rest of Nero’s speech and continues the humorous tone on the basis of the discrepancy 
between what Nero says and what Tacitus has said he believes. 
 Both characters’ disingenuous speeches give this episode a humorous edge, one that 
examines the ways in which members of Nero’s court maintain a serious façade even when all 
parties know their discourse has descended into absurdity. Tacitus mentions before and after the 
 
461 From another perspective, Seneca comes off as a tragic character, ironically aware of his own 
impending doom (Caviglia 2010, 333). I see my reading as not as contradicting but as adding 
another facet to this interpretation. 
 
462 Many of Tacitus’ readers must have read the speech already knowing that it would not 
persuade Nero. Having that information in advance adds additional irony by making the 
discrepancy between Seneca’s attempt and Nero’s response even more stark. 
 
 222 
speeches that everything said at this meeting was disingenuous.463 I suggest that Tacitus 
attributes speeches to both characters to increase the humor of the scene, and that by doing so he 
demonstrates why Nero was wary of Seneca in the first place. Like Nero, Seneca is a 
consummate performer (that is, a liar) in this episode. Seneca can also see through Nero’s façade, 
and, as Tacitus suggests, he used this combination of perception and performance against Nero. 
By making a speech that seems absurd to Tacitus’ readers (who know Seneca’s intentions) 
Seneca behaves like Nero in that he constructs his own temporary reality and hopes to trick 
others into playing along with it. Although similar behavior is necessary for elites to survive 
during Nero’s principate, Tacitus shows here that Nero regarded as threats any courtiers who 
enjoyed too much success in this strategy. 
In his response to Seneca, Nero is temporarily relegated to the position of a courtier, who 
must recognize Seneca’s speech as false then reply as though it were true. This type of humor 
connects to earlier incidents, notably the death of Agrippina, when it was essential to 
acknowledge Nero’s deceptive façade without ignoring his literal power. The recurrence of 
humor alerts Tacitus’ readers to the similarities between this and earlier contests for power and 
shows that perception games continue to be a major part of attempts to gain power. Neither 
Seneca nor Nero is truly deceived, but neither one tells the truth because, I argue, Tacitus 
demonstrates that the ability to commit to a lie even after the lie has become obvious is an 
important tool for gaining and maintaining power not only for Nero, but also for anyone else 
who wants to usurp power or exercise it on Nero’s behalf. By constructing his request as he does, 
Seneca appears absurd to Tacitus’ readers because although Seneca is compelled to perform in 
 
463 After Nero has finished speaking Tacitus writes that he was “constituted by nature and trained 
by habit to screen his hatred by treacherous blandishments” (factus natura et consuetudine 
exercitus velare odium fallacibus blanditiis, 14.56.3). 
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this way, his claims are obvious lies that are not questioned by characters within the narrative. If 
the deception works, all the better, and if it does not work, then being known to have given false 
excuses is less dangerous than it would be to acknowledge the rumors against him and attempt to 
refute them. Seneca has exercised power on Nero’s behalf and has abetted previous plots.464 The 
humor here illustrates the necessity of this type of deception even among the powerful. 
The pair of speeches does not change Seneca’s official role. Tacitus, however, says that 
afterward “[Seneca] reversed the routines of his previous powerfulness: he stopped the throngs 
of well-wishers, avoided companions and was rarely in the City, as if detained at home by 
adverse health or the study of wisdom” (sed instituta prioris potentiae commutat, prohibit coetus 
salutantium, vitat comitantis, rarus per urbem, quasi valetudine infensa aut sapientiae studiis 
domi attineretur, 14.56.3). Although nothing has officially changed, Seneca curtails his 
participation in politics. Nero has neither reprimanded Seneca nor granted him the retirement that 
he requested, but Seneca acts as though he did (Koestermann 1963, ad loc). Seneca’s de facto 
retirement shows that he acknowledges the discrepancy between Nero’s professed wish and his 
actual desires: although Nero claims that he relies on Seneca, Seneca has understood that Nero 
does not want him to continue in politics. By doing the opposite of what Nero said he should do, 
Seneca obeys Nero according to the complex pretenses that Nero’s principate has encouraged. 
 Seneca’s unofficial retirement also supports parts of his own lie, as if he had been granted 
the retirement he asked for. Tacitus says he stayed away from politics “as if detained at home by 
adverse health or the study of wisdom,” both of which were central excuses in his speech. Of 
course, Tacitus extends the threat of deception by saying Seneca did these things “as if” they 
 
464 Seneca supported Nero’s murder of Agrippina at a critical moment (14.7.2), makes official 




were true, leaving open the possibility that they were largely a performance. It is not only Nero’s 
false version of reality that has survived their meeting, but apparently Seneca’s as well. Nero’s 
influence on reality is shown not to be perfect (Seneca’s fabrications carry an unequal but still 
considerable authority), but the exact details of the false world constructed do not matter as long 
as it conforms to Nero’s actual, secret commands. 
Mockery as a Weapon of the Principate 
 Although this encounter between Nero and Seneca ends more or less harmlessly, it marks 
the start of a new focus of Tacitus’ narrative, the revenge that Nero takes on suspected dissidents. 
In treating this topic, Tacitus uses almost no humor but makes it clear that Nero had begun to 
leverage his ability to make reality absurd in order to mock and thereby control his enemies, 
sometimes even the ones he had already defeated. Most strikingly, Tacitus narrates multiple 
instances in which Nero is said to have mocked the bodies of murdered enemies. In one notable 
example, Tacitus discusses the deaths of Cornelius Sulla and Rubellius Plautus, which he 
connects to Nero’s dismissal of Seneca. Although Nero had already removed them from Rome 
by assigning them provincial governorships, he continued to fear them both for their 
distinguished background and their proximity to armies (14.57.1). 
Tacitus focalizes the case against Sulla and Plautus through Tigellinus, who, he explains, 
played on Nero’s fears in order to bind him to himself through a shared crime. Although many of 
Tigellinus’ arguments seem exaggerated and unjustified, nevertheless the victims’ famous 
ancestry and potential to control armies were common political concerns in ancient Rome. His 
case against them ends, however, with suspicions based on their appearance and public display. 
He calls Sulla “a simulator of sluggishness” (simulatorem segnitiae, 14.57.3) and says that 
Plautus “was not even fabricating a desire for inactivity but flaunted his imitations of the old 
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Romans” (ne fingere quidem cupidinem otii sed veterum Romanorum imitamenta praeferre 
14.57.3). Tacitus does not say that these details convinced Nero to have them killed, but because 
it was accepted oratorical practice to leave the strongest arguments for last and given the themes 
that Tacitus has already constructed around Nero and performance, it is significant that 
performance features prominently in Tigellinus’ argument to Nero. Sulla pretends to be 
something he is not, displaying a skill in performance that might threaten an emperor who 
himself frequently engages pretenses. In contrast, Plautus has refused to pretend, a subversive act 
in Nero’s principate, and has instead started to imitate the traditional virtues, another threat to 
Nero. 
As Tacitus reports in this episode, Nero reacted to these charges by having Sulla and 
Plautus killed. Their heads were brought to Nero, and Tacitus relates his mockery of them. In the 
case of Plautus, Tacitus claims to be quoting Nero’s exact words (14.59.3), but the words are 
unfortunately lost in a lacuna.465 Nero’s comment on Sulla, however, has survived: “Nero 
mocked [Sulla’s head] to the effect that with its premature greyness it was grotesque” (relatum 
caput eius inlusit Nero tamquam praematura canitie deforme, 14.57.4). Although Tacitus does 
not present this comment as humorous for his readers, it is humorous from Nero’s perspective. 
Inlusit and deforme are both associated with humor in Latin.466 Nero uses crude humor against 
 
465 Cassius Dio’s version of this event has survived. According to Dio, Nero mocked Plautus for 
his nose and suggested that he would have spared his life had he known how ugly he was 
(epitome 62b.14.1). Although we do not have Tacitus’ exact words on Nero’s comment, the 
version given by Dio could have fitted into the episode that appears in Tacitus. 
 
466 Cicero only infrequently uses forms of ludere in his discussion of humor, but it does show up 
occasionally and when it does it is connected to the question of rhetorical uses of humor more 
generally (e.g. De Orat. 2.238). Quintilian similarly uses related words sparingly but clearly in 
relation to humor (e.g. 6.3.79). Both writers cite deformitas as one of the major targets of humor 
(De Orat. 2.236 or deformitatio at 2.239; Inst. 6.3.8). 
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his slaughtered enemy, and Tacitus communicates that Nero meant the comment as a joke 
without endorsing its humor in his narrative. Sulla’s gray hair is not the most significant detail in 
this situation: Nero had Sulla killed for a completely different reason. Tacitus’ focus on Nero’s 
mockery of Sulla suggests not only that Nero was a tyrant but also that Nero used mockery to 
help defang his enemies. Tacitus shows Nero as excessively focused on superficial physical 
appearance. Nero’s mockery of Sulla’s severed head is simultaneously a sign of his superficiality 
and a tangible proof of his power over Sulla. Having Sulla killed is a literal demonstration of 
Nero’s power, but it is the mockery that puts Nero back in control of speech and appearance. By 
mocking Sulla’s head, Nero asserts his authority to decide what is and is not important in Rome. 
Tacitus is not laughing at Nero’s joke but rather considers it a point of historical importance that 
Nero’s power depended on part on his control over what could and could not be understood as 
ridiculous. 
 After Sulla and Plautus were expelled from the Senate post-mortem, Tacitus ends his 
discussion of their murders with a sententia: “the mockeries now being more oppressive than the 
maladies” (gravioribus iam ludibriis quam malis, 14.59.3). Furneaux interprets this to mean “the 
mockery (of this condemnation of dead men) seeming even more revolting than the crimes” 
(1907, ad loc) but notes the manuscript reading of iam as tam467 meaning either “as great as was 
the crime, the mockery was yet greater” (which Furneaux does not support) or “which sentence 
was however more grievous as a mockery than as a calamity inasmuch as it could not hurt the 
dead.” Whatever reading is accepted, the passage compares crime (an injury done by the 
emperor) and mockery. The sententia brings together two scripts which are not, in my view, 
 
467 Manuscript M reads tam, iam is from L (probably an emendation from M), tum is a modern 
emendation from Halm (Furneaux 1907, ad loc). 
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opposed enough to be a joke,468 but which explicitly discusses malicious humor (ludibrium).469 
Although the “injury” here is death, Tacitus suggests that mockery is still more serious or 
perhaps more difficult to deal with. The mockery seems to be that Sulla and Plautus were 
posthumously expelled from the Senate. Their expulsion may not have made much of a 
difference to the dead or its illegality may have paled in comparison to its audaciousness 
(depending on the reading of the text), but in either case the element of mockery is prominent. 
Tacitus does not introduce humor in his narration but points out that Nero (or Nero’s cronies) 
used mockery more effectively than he did traditional punishment. This illustrates that 
mockery—the ability to control humor and maliciously direct it at a chosen target—was an 
important strategy for Nero, even on a par with the exercise of capital punishment.470 Although 
Tacitus elsewhere points to places where the emperor himself appeared absurd, in this instance 
humor and mockery represent the power of the emperor to shape reality as he pleases. 
The Death of Octavia 
 The death of Octavia, which Tacitus narrates immediately after the murders of Plautus 
and Sulla, evokes humorous motifs, but ends tragically.471 Tacitus portrays Octavia as a tragic 
 
468 Crime and mockery are substantially different, but they augment each other naturally here, 
almost as in the English idiom “adding insult to injury.” In addition, the scripts do not overlap 
much because the phrase separates the two ideas rather than joining them because it compares 
them as distinct categories. 
 
469 As Plass notes in his discussion of humor, the meaning of ludibrium ranges from “joke” to 
“deception.” Both meanings appear in Tacitus (1988, 16). 
 
470 Furneaux and Woodman compare 14.59.6 with 16.11.3, in which Nero adds mockery to the 
punishment of other enemies. These parallels suggest that Tacitus presents mockery as a 
significant part of Nero’s reign in other loci as well. 
 
471 Nor is the proximity of these episodes an accident, Murgatroyd argues: the earlier murders set 
up an expectation that Nero, now confident in his ability to eliminate enemies, is ready to murder 
anyone else he dislikes as well (2008, 265). 
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figure, a victim of the absurdity of the principate rather than a collaborator in it.472 Tacitus does 
not make her a target for humor. In contrast, he employs humor to describe many of the 
characters involved in her death, especially its chief instigators, Poppaea and Tigellinus, whom 
he has already characterized as bad influences on Nero. 
According to Tacitus, it was Poppaea who benefitted most from Octavia’s downfall and 
who instigated it by accusing her of adultery with an enslaved Alexandrian flute player 
(14.60.2).473 The flute player, Eucaerus, has not been mentioned before, and his occupation is 
more suited to drama than history.474 As I argued above, Tacitus introduced Poppaea as a semi-
comic figure and as an expert in uniting performance and concealment, the quintessential 
opposed scripts of Nero’s principate. Here, Tacitus reminds readers that she stands in a limbo 
between concubine and wife.475 Yet it is Tigellinus who is the first explicit target of humor in 
this episode. Tacitus reports that, when Octavia’s accusers interrogated her slaves under torture 
to obtain corroboration of their charge, most of them denied it and that “one of them repl[ied] to 
Tigellinus’ hounding that Octavia’s womanly parts were more chaste than his mouth” (ex quibus 
una instante Tigellino castiora esse muliebria Octaviae respondit quam os eius, 14.60.3).476 This 
 
472 Ferri (1998) and Murgatroyd (2008) explore this episode’s parallels with tragedy in detail. 
 
473 Plass finds absurd humor in Tacitus’ application of designatur, a legal term, to Poppaea’s 
conclusion that Eucaerus would make a likely scapegoat (1988, 65-6). 
 
474 Woodman notes that his name means “opportune” or “timely” (2004, ad loc). This name 
could also be a minor joke in that he was conveniently situated to serve Poppaea’s purpose. 
 
475 “[Poppaea] was long a concubine and powerful over Nero by adultery, then by marriage” (Ea 
diu paelex et adulteri Neronis, mox mariti potens, 14.60.2). This is my translation, intentionally 
awkward in order to preserve the construction that bridges Poppaea’s influence over Nero as a 
concubine and later as a wife. 
 
476 Cassius Dio includes an almost identical joke (epitome 62b.13.4). Although Dio reports the 
joke in direct discourse (and of course in Greek) the word order is almost identical: 
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is one of the more manifest jokes reported by Tacitus. Its uncharacteristically scurrilous content 
sets up contrasts between chastity and hypersexuality, male and female, and genital and oral sex, 
uniting these oppositions in a strange chastity contest between Octavia and Tigellinus.477 It also 
leaves the most salient details for the punchline, even in Tacitus’ indirect report. Castiora esse 
muliebria Octaviae respondit could have been a complete sentence, after which the unexpected 
final clause adds a humorous comparison and leaves the reference to Tigellinus to the very end. 
The phrase is calculated to produce a high level of both humor and insult. Tacitus uses the joke 
to highlight the ancilla’s bravery—hers was more than a simple denial of Octavia’s guilt: she ran 
the risk of further angering her interrogator—and to throw Nero’s and Tigellinus’ hypocrisy into 
vivid contrast with Octavia’s virtue for readers of the Annals. The joke does not have much 
impact within the narrative, however. The opinion of an enslaved woman was too insignificant to 
damage Nero’s fictions, even if it could be celebrated in history.478 
 In the remainder of the episode, Tacitus continues to portray Octavia as a perfect victim 
who retains an unimpeachably tragic aura while Nero and his supporters, especially Poppaea, act 
 
καθαρώτερον, ὦ Τιγελλῖνε, τὸ αἰδοῖον ἡ δέσποινά μου τοῦ σοῦ στόματος ἔχει. The similarity 
between these two versions suggests that the joke format was an important part of this material. 
Although in both cases the humor originates with the character rather than the historian, I see the 
presence of such a blatant example of humor as significant to Tacitus’ use of humor. 
 
477 Because enslaved people’s testimony was only ever given under torture in ancient Rome, the 
torture itself is not the surprising part. In contrast to Tacitus’ claim here that almost none of 
Octavia’s slaves gave evidence against her, Cassius Dio reports that all Octavia’s slaves testified 
against her with the exception the brave speaker of the joke, whom he calls Pythias (epitome 
62b.13.4). Tacitus’ version emphasizes Octavia’s obvious innocence, while Dio’s highlights 
Pythias’ bravery. Tacitus’ focus on Octavia is typical of his attempt to construct sympathy for 
Octavia and of his typical disregard for figures of low social status. 
 
478 On the other hand, Tacitus does relate several incidents in which subalterns display extreme 




in ways that he characterizes as humorous.479 When a popular riot overturns Poppaea’s statues in 
favor of Octavia (14.61.1), Tacitus initially presents Nero’s reaction as measured: Poppaea’s 
statues are restored, but no further punishment is issued. Poppaea, perhaps feeling threatened by 
the popular support for her rival, makes a speech that Tacitus reports in frequently humorous 
indirect discourse. Poppaea herself makes no jokes but, as when she persuaded Nero to marry her 
(13.46), Tacitus sets up her arguments in such a way that they are completely unbelievable in 
context (Murgatroyd 2008, 269).480 
Some of Poppaea’s statements are humorous because of their obvious hyperbole, as when 
she claims her life has been threatened by Octavia’s clients and slaves “who […] dared in 
peacetime things which scarcely happened in war” (ea in pace ausi quae vix bello evenirent, 
14.61.3), a description patently at odds with Tacitus’ description of the event, which features 
little more than an angry public assembly, shouting, vandalism, and violence only on the part of 
the soldiers sent to stop the crowd. Poppaea connects Octavia to what Tacitus presents as a 
spontaneous popular movement inspired but not instigated by Octavia and mischaracterizes their 
activity. Her complaints that Octavia is ready to remarry and march against Nero under her new 
 
479 There is a textual issue near the end of 14.60: the transmitted text makes it unclear if Nero 
temporarily reinstated Octavia (which seems unlikely) or if he somehow conveyed that 
impression without doing so, which is not in the text (Furneaux 1907, ad loc and Woodman 
2004, ad loc both discuss the problem). The suggestion that there could have been a further 
deception or miscommunication here is tantalizing, but there is not enough information to 
support further analysis here. 
 
480 Murgatroyd interprets Poppaea’s role in this episode as that of the mastermind to a bumbling 
Nero and also as an unusually cruel figure (2008, 264-5). I appreciate Murgatroyd’s careful 
analysis of the emotional content of this episode, but think this interpretation gives Poppaea too 
much credit for competence, when she appears only to egg Nero on to the same activities which 
he already intended, and too much credit for cruelty in a text where imperial cruelty is on 
constant and dramatic display. 
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husband’s name (14.61.4) are similarly unsupported by Tacitus.481 As in Poppaea’s earlier 
speech, Tacitus’ framing reveals that Poppaea was transparently lying (Murgatroyd 2008, 269). 
From Nero’s perspective, however, Poppaea is either such a good performer that he believes her 
or in such a position of favor that her words are taken as true no matter how obviously they are 
not.482 
 One especially humorous phrase is Poppaea’s rhetorical question “Did the Roman people 
really prefer the offspring of an Egyptian flute-player to be introduced to the heights of the 
Commander’s court?” (malle populum Romanum tibicinis Aegyptii subolem imperatorio fastigio 
induci? 14.61.4). The immediate context for this statement is her claim that she is “about to 
present the hearth of the Caesars with true progeny.”483 Poppaea’s emphasis on her fertility 
makes some sense given her earlier insistence on it (14.1.2) and the fact that infertility was the 
official grounds for Octavia’s relegation to Campania (14.60.1). Tacitus confirms that Poppaea 
was pregnant by Nero at the time by reporting the birth of their daughter at the start of the 
following year (15.23). In this respect, at least, there is a veneer of a convincing political 
argument. Poppaea’s overall argument, however, is humorous as Tacitus presents it. First, 
Octavia never actually committed adultery with Eucaerus, as Nero and Poppaea must know from 
 
481 Poppaea’s argument also parallels Agrippina’s threat that she would throw her support behind 
Britannicus and obtain the principate for him (13.14.2-3). Tacitus does not suggest that 
Agrippina’s threat was plausible, but it did encourage Nero to murder Britannicus as one of the 
key players in a hypothetical plot. Koestermann notes that Poppaea has completely fabricated the 
idea that Rome rioted against Nero: in fact, all popular dissatisfaction was directed at her (1963, 
14.61.3). Schulz understands Nero as actually convinced by Poppaea’s argument that Octavia 
could rebel against him (2019, 110). 
 
482 Koestermann has pointed out the logical failings in Poppaea’s speech but has attributed them 
to mere womanly psychology rather than knowledge that such tactics have historically worked 
on Nero (1963, 14.61.4). I suggest that such tactics absolutely have worked on Nero and that 
Poppaea’s arguments are as appropriate to the tenor of his principate as they are inane. 
 
483 Veram progeniem penatibus Caesarum datura sit (14.61.4). 
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having tortured false confessions out of a very few of Octavia’s slaves. Second, if Nero had 
indeed divorced Octavia for infertility, he should not now fear that she might be pregnant with 
someone else’s offspring. Poppaea’s claim here is incompatible with one of the other charges she 
has made against Octavia, insofar as Octavia cannot simultaneously be barren and adulterously 
pregnant. Nevertheless, her argument combines them both on the grounds that either would be an 
excellent reason for Nero to divorce Octavia, so both together must be a truly excellent excuse. 
Reality is malleable for Poppaea and Nero, and it matters little how they discredit Octavia as 
long as they agree on the outcome and others accept their reasoning. Nobody sane would believe 
the excuses they offer, yet these are the official reasons that other Romans must somehow 
acknowledge. 
Finally, Poppaea evokes a comparison between the emperor and the flute player. 
Although her intention is presumably to disturb Nero with the thought that a person as low-status 
as a flute-player could take his place, Tacitus has prepared his readers to reflect that there are 
similarities between Nero and Eucaerus. The children of an Alexandrian flute-player would not, 
by Tacitus’ reckoning, necessarily be much worse or much different from Nero’s own children. 
The lowly occupation of musician (although not specifically tibicen) is one that Nero will later 
be shown to crave,484 and his enthusiasm for foreign things has been and will be presented as a 
sinister element of his character.485 For Tacitus’ readers, the irony of Poppaea disparaging a 
performer who practices a foreign art form has humorous potential because, although Poppaea 
 
484 I discuss a major example in detail below: Nero’s public musical debut (16.4.1-4). 
 
485 Woodman argues that in a later episode, in which Tacitus describes a decadent party thrown 
by Tigellinus, evokes Alexandria as a dangerously foreign city that attracted Nero as a place of 
Greek luxury while also allowing him to plunder parts of Italy as if they were foreign cities 
(2012, 182-6). In light of this evidence, a mention of Alexandria in particular may be a subtle 
signal that Eucaerus has more in common with Nero than Nero might want to admit. 
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believes she making an argument that will appeal to Nero, the figure she conjures to serve as an 
illegitimate potential emperor shares several traits with Nero as Tacitus portrays him. 
 Tacitus describes Poppaea’s speech as “varied” (varius, 14.62.1), which points to its 
inconsistency, but it still convinces Nero. He comes up with a new excuse to get rid of Octavia, 
enlisting Anicetus to (falsely) confess to adultery with her. Tacitus reminds his readers that 
Anicetus was already responsible for Agrippina’s death (14.62.2), and thereby puts the ridiculous 
plot of that earlier episode more definitely in conversation with this one.486 Although Anicetus 
does not come up with the plan, his participation is essential.487 He plays his part even better than 
was necessary (plura etiam quam iussum erat, 14.62.4).488 Tacitus does not record that any 
contemporaries expressed doubt at Anicetus’ testimony, but neither does he say that anyone 
believed him. In Tacitus’ narrative, the falsehood is obvious because he begins by saying that 
Nero found Anicetus a suitable candidate to falsely swear his adultery with Octavia and then that 
he confessed it. The only audience to this deception that Tacitus names are “friends whom the 
princeps had assembled as if for a council” (amicos quos velut consilio adhibuerat princeps, 
14.62.4). These friends must have been favorably disposed to whatever scandalous thing Nero 
 
486 In addition, both plots are instigated by Poppaea to do away with a rival imperial woman, and 
both are more or less successful despite poor planning and bad ideas. 
 
487 Woods has argued that there were in fact two separate Anicetuses: one who was prefect of the 
fleet and drowned Agrippina and another who was Nero’s freedman and slandered Octavia 
(2006, 643). Woods argues that the Anicetus who was prefect of the fleet could not have 
survived Nero’s downfall, while the Anicetus who slandered Octavia apparently lived out his life 
peacefully in Sardinia. The Anicetus who was prefect of the fleet might instead be identified with 
the Anicetus who helps proclaim a false Nero at Histories 3.47 (2006, 648). Woods’ theory is 
naturally tenuous, but the possibility deserves a mention here because if Tacitus or his sources 
actually did combine multiple characters here, that demonstrates even greater interest in drawing 
parallels between the deaths of Octavia and Agrippina. 
 
488 This parallels Nero’s effective performances at the murders of Britannicus and Agrippina 
(13.16.5 and 14.4.5-6). 
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had in mind at the moment, even if they were not informed of his exact strategy for divorcing 
Octavia. Performance is still central, and still depends on the acting (lying) ability of individuals 
at the direction of the emperor, but the opinions of the audience are of less concern. That Tacitus 
says nothing of what people thought about Anicetus’ false confession is especially striking 
because Nero was recently struggling to cope with popular favor for Octavia. Nero still supplies 
himself with pretexts, but either his reasons for doing so have changed or he has become content 
to believe that any excuse he gives will be accepted. 
 In a final humorous jab at Nero, Tacitus asserts that according to him “[Octavia] had 
expelled a fetus in consciousness of her lusts (quite forgetting his accusation of sterility a while 
before)” (incusatae paulo ante sterilitatis oblitus, abactos partus conscientia libidinum, 14.63.1). 
Tacitus says this was Nero’s final excuse for sending her into exile.489 Although this is blunt 
sarcasm by Tacitean standards,490 it makes explicit the humor of the contradictions in Poppaea’s 
speech, and transfers it from Poppaea to Nero himself. It thus supports one of the major trends in 
this episode, that Nero, once secure in power, was unafraid to flaunt the absurdity of his own 
commands. Tacitus shows Nero as having become so confident in his power that he no longer 
 
489 Scott cites this decree as so obviously false that he claims it must prove that Nero’s 
wickedness had gotten so out of control that he could no longer remember his own lies (1998, 
15). I agree that this episode portrays Nero in a very bad light, but I would suggest that Nero has 
never made an effort to keep his lies consistent (as we can see in earlier episodes, such as the 
murder of Agrippina). The truth of his utterances is less important than the fact that they must 
invariably be treated as true. 
 
490 Schulz sees this passage as an unusually clear example of an incredible excuse, perhaps even 
the nadir of Nero’s decreasing concern with finding plausible reasons for his actions (2019, 110). 
It is also unusual because Tacitus frontloads the disconcerting element (that Nero had previously 
accused Octavia of infertility) although he had mentioned it earlier and might have expected 
readers to pick up on the discrepancy without a reminder. In addition, saying outright that Nero 




worries about public opinion enough to provide a unified excuse for his behavior. Where before 
performance and concealment were more obviously opposed, the frequent combination of the 
two of them has apparently resulted in Nero’s abandonment of concealment in favor of simply 
layering one unconvincing performance on top of another. The doggedness and incompetence 
with which Nero puts forward such contradictory accusations lends an absurd cast to the whole 
event, because the public must still find some way to act as though they believe Nero’s lies, even 
though they have become unbelievable. The contrast between what Nero professes and what is 
actually true has been heightened by the emperor dropping any attempt to create a convincing 
performance and instead simply expecting that people will believe or agree with a manifestly 
inconsistent lie.491 As Nero becomes more secure in his principate, he neither uses his power to 
hide his misdeeds nor openly owns his crimes. Instead, he continues to build a political lie, while 
putting less effort into it. Ironically, Tacitus treats this as a confirmation of Nero’s power: he 
does not need to pretend to be a good emperor anymore, if he ever did. His reputation is 
irrelevant because he no longer has any serious rivals, and therefore is not worried about threats 
to his power.  
 Despite Tacitus’ use of humorous motifs in this episode, he keeps the chapters describing 
Octavia’s death almost free of humor. There is still irony, for example at the end of chapter 63 
where Octavia’s marriage is compared to a funeral and Acte is described as “the [enslaved] maid, 
more influential than her mistress” (ancilla domina validior, 14.63.3). Comparing a funeral to a 
wedding and suggesting a slave overpowered an empress also introduces irony, but this is the 
 
491 Schulz sees Nero’s excuses for Octavia’s death as evidence that Nero gradually began to pay 
less attention to creating credible excuses for the murders he committed (2019, 111). 
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tragic irony created by opposed scripts that do not overlap.492 Octavia is an object of pity rather 
than mockery. Even after her death, when her severed head is brought back to Rome, Tacitus 
reports that Poppaea looked at it, but not that she said anything to it (14.64.2), despite the motif 
of mocking gloating comments that Tacitus has established with Nero.493 
Although the principate has become increasingly perverse under Nero’s rule, and 
although Poppaea and other successful performers have elevated themselves within those new 
parameters, Octavia represents an ideal that is incompatible with Nero’s Rome, if not a pristine 
Roman virtue. Tacitus does not allow the humor that pervades much of his narration to attach to 
her. Although Tacitus uses humor to show that the conspiracy arrayed against Octavia was 
absurd, he also expresses disapproval of the mockery directed at her. In that respect, the episode 
marks a shift in the narrative. As Nero continues to leverage absurdity to maintain his power, 
Tacitus increasingly implies that it is not always a winning strategy, and would in fact alienate 
any who did respect the traditional virtues. 
 
 
492 For tragic irony as the result of opposed, non-overlapping scripts, see Attardo 1994, 204, 
which is also quoted in chapter 1. The funeral-as-wedding motif includes some overlap in that 
one is a literal and the other a metaphorical description of the same event. Overlap is not 
necessarily humorous, however, and the funeral-as-wedding motif is so common in non-
humorous ancient literature that I doubt a Roman audience would have found humor here. 
Indeed, Murgatroyd interprets the wedding-funeral combination as a final note of pathos (2008, 
271). 
 
493 This episode is something of a swan song for Poppaea herself: this is the last juncture at 
which Tacitus describes here exerting her influence. When he comes to her death, Tacitus does 
use humor in his indirect report of Nero’s speech at her funeral, saying that he praised her for her 
beauty and her child, “and her other gifts of fortune—in place of virtues” (aliasque fortunae 
munera pro virtutibus, 16.6.2). This last comment on Poppaea is the punchline to her entire life 
as narrated by Tacitus. The joke itself is neither original nor insightful, but it shows how humor 
structures Tacitus’ characterization of Poppaea, and how different it is from how he deals with 
Octavia’s death. That Poppaea has an obituary at all is also a sign that Tacitus is interested in her 




 Tacitus continues to use humor to highlight the irrationality of the emperor’s mode of 
rule in the following episodes. Tacitus introduces his description of Tigellinus’ party as a 
paradigmatic example that will characterize Nero’s typical behavior (15.37.1). Although Tacitus 
employs a tone of disgust throughout his description of the party, he also draws on humor to 
illustrate the decadence of the scene. Its splendor (an artificial lake, ships decorated in gold, 
imported animals) ironically emphasizes its tawdry purpose:494 the entire scene, as Tacitus 
describes it, appears to be nothing but an elaborate environment conducive to illicit sex, not a 
traditional topic for history nor a sufficient reason for the expense Nero lavished upon it.495 The 
clearest evocation of the contrast between exalted and sordid is in Tacitus’ description of the 
“love-lairs filled with illustrious ladies, and, opposite, whores could be seen with naked bodies” 
(lupanaria adstabant inlustribus feminis completa et contra scorta visebantur nudis corporibus, 
15.37.3). In normal circumstances, elite Roman women were expected to present themselves 
differently from scorta.496 At this passage, Tacitus (or perhaps Tigellinus as reported by Tacitus) 
 
494 Ash notes that several of the elements, including elaborate structures built upon water and 
gold combined with ivory are typical but ominous descriptions of luxury (2018, ad loc). Ash also 
calls the exoleti who row the ships on the lake “discordant with historiography’s grandeur” and 
recognizes a “wry humor” in their arrangement as if for a strange military parade. 
 
495 Schulz has also noted that the setting—a celebration on boats—is reminiscent of that of the 
murder of Agrippina (2019, 72), another connection between this set of episodes and previous 
episodes in which Tacitus uses humor. Cassius Dio sets this scene in a theater, an equally telling 
variant (epitome 62b.15.1-2). 
 
496 The ideal distinction would of course not always have been carried out in practice (Olson 
2002, 397). Woodman comments that Tacitus illustrates a break from normal social roles by 
suggesting that the scorta were placed on display while the noblewomen remain inside (2012, 
179; Champlin 2003, 154 concurs). Although I agree with Woodman’s main point that Tacitus is 
indicating the disruption of the normal social order, I do not agree that this description 
constitutes a simple reversal of normal roles. Woodman assumes that aristocratic women would 
normally be displayed while scorta would normally be concealed, an opinion which may reflect 
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distinguishes them by setting them on opposite sides of the artificial lake on which the party was 
conducted, physically separating the different orders of women.497 By first acknowledging the 
difference between these groups, Tacitus’ narration makes it all the more surprising that they 
appeared almost identical. The juxtaposition of such usually separate social roles makes the two 
opposite ideas overlap.498 The noblewomen are separated from the scorta, but their role is 
shared. 
 Nero’s marriage to Pythagoras does not take place at Tigellinus’ party, but Tacitus 
interlocks the two events by bridging Nero’s behavior at the party and his marriage to Pythagoras 
in the same sentence (Schulz 2019, 125):499 “after a few days [Nero] took one of that herd of 
perverts (his name was Pythagoras) in the fashion of solemn espousal to be his husband” (paucos 
post dies uni ex illo contaminatorum grege (nomen Pythagorae fuit) in modum sollemnium 
 
historical reality, but does not reflect the literary ideal of matronly modesty, which Tacitus has 
already trotted out in his discussion of Poppaea. In addition, the slightly differing arrangements 
of the two groups of women do not conceal that they are all at the party for the same purpose, 
illicit sex. Ash points out that Tacitus elides the distinction between different orders of women 
for the sake of stirring up the audience’s outrage (2018, ad loc). I apply Ash’s nuance to 
Woodman’s point to argue that Tacitus’ description of these women illustrates not merely a 
dangerous reversal of social norms but also the usually hidden truth that there is little practical 
difference between ordinary scorta and the libidinous aristocrats of Nero’s court. 
 
497 Although scorta is a gender-neutral term, it seems to me that Tacitus implies this group is 
comprised entirely or predominantly of women, both because of the parallel between them and 
the noblewomen (unambiguously identified as feminae) and because Tacitus has already 
mentioned that their male counterparts (exoleti) were rowing barges on the lake (15.37.2). Scorta 
could still indicate a mixed group, but the comparison seems to be between women and women. 
 
498 The dichotomy here is not precisely Raskin’s sex/no sex opposition but perhaps 
promiscuity/chastity, where the first is practiced while the second is expected. The scripts 
overlap because the role of the noblewomen has been temporarily converted to that of the scorta. 
 
499 Ash argues that the distance of a few days makes the wedding even more scandalous because 
that makes it a planned event rather than spur-of-the-moment scandalous behavior (2018, ad 
loc). Although this is a valid point, I find that implication less significant than the sense that the 
two events appear to run into each other. 
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coniugiorum denupsisset, 15.37.4). The first part of the sentence refers euphemistically to the 
debauchery of the earlier event, and only in the last few words reveals that Nero characterized 
his relationship with Pythagoras as a marriage. The first parts of the sentence expand on 
expectations established by Tacitus’ description of Tigellinus’ party. Tacitus also identifies 
Pythagoras first as “one of that herd of perverts,” a clause that delays the verb and suggests that 
Pythagoras attended Tigellinus’ party. Only at the very end of the sentence is the reader informed 
that Nero “in the fashion of solemn espousal was wed.”500 The last part of the sentence steps up 
the shock value of this information in more than one way. First, while it is not surprising that 
Nero would engage in illicit sexual activity, that he would marry one of Tigellinus’ exoleti “in 
the fashion of solemn espousal” interjects a humorous contrast between the seriousness of 
marriage and the reality that Nero’s involvement with Pythagoras likely bore little resemblance 
to a marriage. The verb, denupsisset, suggests matrimonial solemnity while simultaneously 
revealing that Nero took the role of the bride in his marriage to Pythagoras (Woodman 2012, 
180).501 While there is a considerable contrast between an exoletus and a spouse, the difference 
between an emperor and a bride is even more marked. The idea that the emperor-as-bride would 
subject himself to the marital authority of an infamis husband heightens the incongruity of the 
scene. The two scripts (powerful emperor and submissive bride) overlap because Nero attempts 
to be both. The overlap between opposed scripts is particularly vivid as incongruous details are 
 
500 I have altered Woodman’s translation to preserve the Latin word order and brevity (which is 
nearly impossible to preserve in a translation of the full sentence) and to avoid Woodman’s 
rendering of denupsisset (“took […] to be his husband”) which seems to me to hint at the 
punchline too early in the sentence. 
 
501 The subject of denubere is the bride (OLD denubo). The verb seems to have been uncommon, 
and therefore may not have been an immediately obvious indication that Nero occupied the 
woman’s role in this ceremony. Its meaning is clarified by the next sentence. 
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suddenly revealed by a list of the typical paraphernalia of a Roman wedding, including the 
flammeum,502 a dowry, and wedding torches (15.37.4), all of which are particularly bridal. 
 Although Tacitus emphasizes gender contrasts in this passage,503 I argue that he does so 
in order to set up its conclusion, where he ties this use of humor back to the 
performance/concealment dynamic that informs much of his humor related to Nero. Tacitus says 
that at the wedding of Nero and Pythagoras, “everything, in short, was observed which even in 
the case of a female is covered by night” (cuncta denique spectate quae etiam in femina nox 
operit, 15.37.4). Nero turns out to be as imperfect a bride as he is an emperor, because he does 
not obey the normal laws of display and concealment for either a bride or an emperor. As in 
many of his official acts, Nero has decided that his priority is to show everyone that he is getting 
his way, no matter how disgraceful his behavior is. 
In light of the previous conflict between performance and concealment in Tacitus’ 
treatment of Nero, the reappearance of the same ideas here evokes absurdity that has been central 
in Tacitus’ treatment of Nero’s principate. Nero’s expressions of power rise to new levels of 
absurdity. The final words of this sentence resemble a punchline in that they refocus on the 
bridal script, which is conspicuously misaligned with the imperial script with which Nero is 
more readily associated. Although the contrast between emperor and bride is humorous, Tacitus 
focuses on the fact that Nero forced it into political relevance: if Nero had not decided to pretend 
to be a bride, then nobody would have had occasion to compare him to one. Imperial power 
 
502 Woodman sees the juxtaposition of imperator (a military title) and flammeum as a decidedly 
paradoxical note (2012, 180). 
 
503 Femininity is not a central element of Tacitus’ humor against Nero. Although it would have 
been a major accusation to make against a Roman elite male, Tacitus has not previously treated 
Nero’s unmanly qualities as a matter for humor. Schulz (2019, 103-5) summarizes elements of 
this passage that show Nero as unmanly and therefore un-Roman. 
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allows Nero to pretend to be a bride, even as imperial dignity ought to prevent him from doing 
so. Although this scene takes place away from the official mechanisms of power (because 
Tacitus connects it to Tigellinus’ party) Tacitus uses it to return to the way that the use and 
misuse of power are blended by Nero. 
The Great Fire 
 Immediately after the description of Nero’s wedding to Pythagoras, Tacitus narrates the 
great fire.504 Although the initial words of the next chapter (sequitur clades, 15.38.1) suggest that 
the humorous tone is over, some of the details that Tacitus provides, especially about Nero’s 
reaction to the fire, build upon the warped reasoning of empire that Tacitus has previously 
treated with humor. One detail that builds upon earlier humorous themes is the mysterious group 
of people that Tacitus says prevented others from trying to extinguish the fire, including some 
who “openly threw torches and shouted that they had authorization—whether to conduct their 
looting more licentiously or by order” (alii palam faces iaciebant atque esse sibi auctorem 
vociferabantur, sive ut raptus licentius exercerent seu iussu, 15.38.7). I hesitate to call this a 
joke, but it echoes an earlier passage in which Nero dressed in disguise and wandered Rome 
doing random violence (13.25).505 Like the criminals in that passage who took advantage of 
Nero’s behavior by imitating it and assuming his identity, the arsonists here take advantage of 
 
504 Waddell sees the fire as having an implied causal connection to Nero’s marriage to 
Pythagoras. By describing Nero’s scandalous marriage, Tacitus sets up the expectation that the 
gods will punish him for sacrilege, and the fire is an obvious example of divine retribution for an 
audience already primed to look for evidence of divine wrath (2013, 486-8). 
 
505 Keitel (2010) discusses Tacitus’ treatment of disasters at length. I generally agree with her 
observations that he focuses on the emperors’ faults, encourages sympathy with the vulgus, and 
emphasizes social upheaval. None of these are conducive to humor. 
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the possibility that some authority might have commanded them.506 Moreover they do their 
burning openly (palam). Whoever authorized them to burn Rome was unconcerned about 
convincing concealment—a typical characteristic of Nero’s in earlier episodes, and one that 
Tacitus has illustrated with humor. Tacitus describes their motivations with a binary alternative: 
they either lied to make their crimes easier to commit (which would be consistent with the 
muggers at 13.25) or they were in fact ordered. The brevity of seu iussu makes its appearance at 
the end more abrupt if not necessarily more humorous.507 Although sive, which appeared earlier, 
expects a correlative, the bald command suggested by iussu is still a shock, especially as it 
provokes the question why any authority would want to set Rome on fire.508 
Tacitus includes these details, I suggest, in order to call up Nero in the mind of his 
readers: an order to openly set Rome on fire corresponds to Nero’s orders in previous episodes, 
in which he has demonstrated little care for his reputation as long as his power is maintained and 
in which many of his plans have been convoluted or just plain bad. Tacitus’ concern is less 
whether Nero was responsible than that Nero’s principate had fostered a society in which the 
 
506 This passage has been of interest to many trying to reconstruct Tacitus’ opinion on who did 
cause the fire. Furneaux and Griffin see Tacitus’ opinion as cautious, especially in comparison to 
those of Suetonius and Cassius Dio (1907, ad loc; 1984, 132). Champlin notes that Tacitus is the 
only ancient source that does not hold Nero responsible (2003, 182). Schulz takes the episode as 
a prime example of Tacitean ambiguity, with striking images of possible criminality but no 
confirmation of any specific theory (2019, 144-5). The arsonists’ claim that they have 
authorization evokes Nero whether it is truly his orders or not—those who say this likely mean 
for auctoritas to be interpreted as an imperial command. 
 
507 Tacitus also typically uses sive…seu constructions to close off the possibility of further 
solutions that he has not mentioned and often to make the second option more dramatic (Develin 
1983, 85-6). 
 
508 Cassius Dio claims Nero had long desired to destroy as much of Rome as possible and was 
simply acting on that desire (epitome 62.15.1). Suetonius also suggests that Nero meant to 
destroy Rome but gives no particular reason why he did (Nero 38.1). Modern historians have 
pointed out that burning Rome was in fact against Nero’s interests (Griffin 1984, 132). It is 
nevertheless conspicuous that Tacitus leaves the question open. 
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safest way to commit crimes was not secretly, but openly, while claiming they were legal.509 
People besides Nero take advantage of the confusion between performance and reality, and as 
more people tell more compelling falsehoods, reality becomes more difficult to discern. Within 
the imperial court, most people who come into contact with Nero understand that much of what 
he professes is false and that they are required to pay lip service to his fictions but act in a way 
that is compatible with reality. Outside his court, Nero’s behavior has had a complex impact. The 
people fleeing from the fire attempt to untangle the fictions that Nero’s principate has made 
possible but they are at such a remove from the emperor that they cannot connect him to the fire 
for certain. There is less humor in the contradictions Tacitus constructs here because the situation 
is dire and average denizens of Rome are less wrapped up in Nero’s regime than are the courtiers 
on whom Tacitus usually focuses. Nevertheless, the previously established humor helps to 
explain how the principate came to a point at which the Romans were no longer sure if the 
emperor had ordered that the city be set on fire. 
 In the next chapter, Tacitus uses more humor in describing Nero’s reaction to the fire. 
According to Tacitus, Nero returned to Rome from Antium because the fire was approaching one 
of his houses in Rome (15.39.1). Although not a joke in itself, Nero’s motivation is a reminder of 
his disordered priorities, insofar as Nero did not take notice of a major fire until it threatened his 
property. Despite its unpromising beginning, this chapter continues by enumerating the practical 
good things Nero did for people displaced by the fire. These included allowing people to shelter 
in public buildings and lowering the price of grain (15.39.1-2). The thing that makes an 
impression, however, is not Nero’s generosity (which Tacitus reports without dispute and as 
 
509 Tacitus does not go so far as to say that it was actually safe to commit crimes in Nero’s name 




genuinely useful) but that “a rumor had spread that at the very time of the City’s blaze he had 
actually mounted his domestic stage and sung of the extirpation of Troy, assimilating the present 
calamities to olden disasters” (pervaserat rumor ipso tempore flagrantis urbis inisse eum 
domesticam scaenam et cecinisse Troianum excidium, praesentia mala vetustis cladibus 
adsimulantem, 15.39.3). Tacitus does not vouch for this rumor but, in his other comments, leaves 
a powerful impression that its transmission overrode Nero’s attempts to help victims of the fire 
(Schulz 2019, 145). Tacitus again suggests that performance has usurped reality, but this time in 
a way that Nero cannot control and that is damaging to him. 
The strongest point of thematic connection between this and other humorous passages 
related to Nero is its emphasis on him as a performer rather than an emperor. Nero’s alleged 
performance on a private stage (domestica scena) in lieu of publicly dealing with the fire 
demonstrates the tension between his public responsibilities as princeps and his personal desire 
to perform. Regardless of whether it is true, the rumor shows that Nero’s penchant for 
substituting his own performances for reality was known by people outside a narrow elite. 
Whereas before Tacitus suggested that only people close to Nero were certain to know about his 
creative relationship to reality, here it has obviously become public knowledge. Tacitus usually 
cares little about the populace of Rome unless he upbraids them for some flaw, so it is significant 
that he takes notice of them here. It is not only the senatorial class that has to submit to Nero’s 
influence, but a larger population even as they are in the middle of a life-or-death crisis. 
 Although Tacitus does not comment on the quality of Nero’s singing here, his treatment 
of the scene implies that Nero’s literary instincts are at least passable. Tacitus says that Nero 
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sang about the destruction of Troy to parallel the destruction of Rome (15.39.3).510 Both 
historical and mythological events were typical subject matter in the tradition of Roman epic.511 
The rumor against Nero seems to have in part accused him of understanding poetic tradition. 
Although Nero’s knowledge of poetry is not truly relevant, Tacitus’ comment on it further 
distinguishes Nero’s behavior from that of a good emperor. By suggesting that Nero could have 
been halfway competent at selecting performance material, Tacitus highlights how completely 
irrelevant poetic skill is when leadership skill is required. He underscores the tension between 
Nero-the-emperor and Nero-the-performer by showing that the emphasis falls on Nero-the-
performer when that role is more than usually inappropriate. Although he does not bring together 
the opposed emperor and performer scripts more than he already has, Tacitus nevertheless 
emphasizes the inappropriateness of Nero’s behavior by suggesting that it was appropriate for a 
performer, and therefore not for an emperor. 
 Ironically, Nero has spent so much time misdirecting people that it is no wonder they 
have learned to focus on the performer and ignore the emperor. He has become synonymous with 
performance to the point that when people discuss his reaction to the great fire, they note his 
choice of song. Nero’s properly imperial response, which Tacitus presented first and as fact, is 
eclipsed in public opinion by Nero’s absurd musical performance, which Tacitus presents as a 
 
510 Cassius Dio confirms that Nero sang a destruction of Troy (ἅλωσιν Ἰλίου) which was 
generally understood as a destruction of Rome (ἅλωσιν Ῥώμης), which for Dio suggests Nero’s 
glee in the destruction which, in his opinion, Nero certainly caused (epitome 62b.18.1). 
 
511 A particularly relevant example is the Aeneid which treats both mythological events and 
contemporary Roman politics, including justifying the rule of the Julio-Claudian family. That 
epic also narrates the destruction of Troy: the confluence of imperial power, poetry, and the sack 
of Troy is therefore certainly not a certain recipe for poetic disaster. It is probable that Nero is 
supposed to be singing his own composition, but because Tacitus does not comment on the 
question, it seems unlikely that the choice of song is an important flaw in Nero here. 
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rumor. Because Nero has often been deceptive with his performances and expected people to 
respond to his fictions instead of to reality, that behavior has become habitual, in this case to 
Nero’s detriment. Tacitus thus implies that, although humor may have been a useful strategy for 
Nero when he was consolidating his power, by the time Nero had become the major political 
power in Rome, being a laughingstock for the sake of maintaining attention on himself proved to 
be a detriment to his principate, especially when he exercised his power in a broader setting than 
the imperial court. 
The Pisonian Conspiracy 
 Nero’s manner of exercising power has implications for imperial power beyond Nero’s 
principate. As Tacitus suggests in the Histories that the end of the Julio-Claudian dynasty 
changed the nature of the principate, here he suggests that Nero’s behavior was changing the 
standards that people used to evaluate the proper exercise of power. After Tacitus describes Nero 
acquiring and exercising power in ways that he presents as humorous, he suggests that the 
Pisonian conspirators conceived of power in the same terms.512 Tacitus is cagey about Piso’s 
character: “he enjoyed a brilliant reputation among the public for virtue—or displays which 
resembled virtue” (claro apud vulgum rumore erat per virtutem aut species virtutibus similis, 
15.48.2). Like Tacitus’ Nero, Tacitus’ Piso relies more on show than substance.513 Tacitus is 
 
512 Woodman (1993, 104) and Pagán (2004, 68) note that Tacitus treats the Pisonian conspiracy 
with more attention and detail than it might have deserved. The unusual prominence that Tacitus 
assigns to this conspiracy is a further argument that it has thematic significance. Pagán calls it an 
“ample opportunity to develop the theme of disguise in a principate characterized by 
theatricality” (2004, 74). 
 
513 Granted, Tacitus rarely attributes to Nero anything that could be called even “displays which 




even less positive about the other conspirators.514 Despite their opposition to Nero, Tacitus 
depicts them as creatures of a Neronian world. For instance, Lucan is said to have joined the 
conspiracy because Nero had suppressed his poetry after realizing his own was not as good 
(15.49.3). Although censorship could be a legitimate concern, Tacitus frames the incident as pure 
poetic jealousy on both sides: Nero, unable to rival Lucan’s poetry, curtails its distribution, and 
Lucan understands this as a political slight.515 
Tacitus introduces Flavius Scaevinus and Afranius Quintianus by way of a backhanded 
compliment as having “belied their own reputations” (contra famam sui, 15.49.4) for agreeing to 
take part in such a dangerous endeavor. Tacitus associates Scaevinus with luxury and indolence, 
and says Quintianus desired revenge against Nero for an insulting poem that Nero had written 
about him (15.49.4). Among the conspirators, a few have more legitimate reasons to rebel, but 
most are motivated to revolt by concerns that parallel Nero’s obsessions. Like Nero, they treat 
appearance and performance as dominant in politics. Lucan and Quintianus in particular display 
Neronian concerns because both are concerned about their fame as poets, which is one of Nero’s 
most characteristic obsessions.516 The opposed scripts, performance and reality, that Tacitus 
presents as a distinguishing feature of Nero’s principate, now inform the goals of a conspiracy 
 
514 Tacitus does seem to approve of a few of the conspirators, notably Subrius Flavus and 
Sulpicius Asper, whose deaths he praises (15.49.2, 15.67.1-68.1), and Plautius Lateranus, who 
joined out of a selfless “love of the republic” (amor rei publicae, 15.49.3). The rest are either 
subtly criticized or not described at all. The list of conspirators as a whole has also repeatedly 
been likened to a drama (Woodman 1993, 105 n. 6 summarizes such references). 
 
515 Given that Nero’s unusual approach to the principate promoted poetry and performance to an 
unaccustomed role, it does make some sense that the poetic rivalry between him and Lucan 
would be expressed in political terms. Nevertheless, within Tacitus’ narrative, it remains a sign 
of Nero’s deleterious influence that poetry would be a political sticking point.  
 
516 A poet might justly be concerned with acquiring fame, as might an emperor, but there remains 
a significant discrepancy between the things that an emperor and a poet would be known for. 
Emperors are not supposed to be known primarily for their literary output. 
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against him.517 For Nero, being the center of attention is synonymous with being the center of 
power, even when the absurdity of his plans made him the center of attention. Tacitus’ portrait of 
the conspirators suggests that they imitate Nero’s model of power. 
Tacitus stresses that the conspirators were focused on fame as much as power. Lucan was 
unable to promote his poetry (famam carminum eius premebat Nero), Scaevinus and Quintianus 
are said to have acted against their existing reputations (contra famam sui), and Quintianus is 
specifically angry at being defamed (diffamatus), although by Tacitus’ account he was already 
infamous (infamis, 15.49.4). Fama is sometimes relevant to politics in Tacitus, but its appearance 
here is marked as both specifically Neronian (because it is twice connected to poetic rather than 
political accomplishments) and because a secret conspiracy is perhaps not best organized by a 
group of people who want more attention. Tacitus continues to build on the idea that deception 
through performance is crucial for maintaining imperial power and to suggest that although Nero 
sometimes used it to his advantage, it was a tool equally available to his enemies. In this passage, 
it is Nero’s more frivolous acts (suppressing and writing poetry) that encourage enmity against 
him.518 According to Tacitus, the performative aspect of Nero’s rule loomed large in the minds 
of the conspirators even though they were plotting his overthrow. Tacitus uses the conspirators to 
illustrate the deleterious influence that Nero has had on the Roman elite and to demonstrate that 
 
517 In the Pisonian conspiracy, appearance and reality are extremely confused, because they 
attempt to conceal their actual intentions by appearing to be loyal subjects. They are therefore 
contradicting two sets of values that they profess to follow. This kind of contradiction is to some 
extent inevitable in any conspiracy, but it is of special note in this one, which is arrayed against 
an explicitly theatrical regime. 
 
518 This is not to say that there are no other grievances invoked, nor that Tacitus’ Nero has never 
done anything worthy of resentment. It is merely that in this particular passage Tacitus chooses 
to highlight the conspirators’ more frivolous grievances. 
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either the nature or perception of power had begun to be understood differently. Like Nero, the 
conspirators consider public appearance to be an inextricable part of power. 
It is not clear how much deterioration Tacitus attributes to the influence of Nero 
personally and how much he treats the moral decline of the Roman aristocracy as one of the 
reasons Nero gained power,519 but in either case Nero’s enemies imitate him even while they plot 
to kill him. By introducing Piso as appearing more virtuous than he is and several other 
conspirators as having joined the plot for artistic reasons, Tacitus makes the entire conspiracy 
seem to grant legitimacy to the manner in which Nero ruled as much as it is a rebellion against 
him. Tacitus also suggests that Piso would have been not a different type of emperor but a 
different flavor of Nero. After the conspiracy was exposed, Tacitus reports that there was a 
rumor that Subrius Flavus wanted to make Seneca emperor rather than Piso because “it made no 
difference if a lyre-player were removed and a tragedy-player succeeded him (since, just as Nero 
sang to the lyre, so did Piso in tragic costume)” (non referre dedecori si citharoedus demoveretur 
et tragoedus succederet, quia ut Nero cithara, ita Piso tragico ornatu canebat, 15.65.1).520 The 
comparison between emperor and actor is enough not only to liken Piso to Nero but also to 
 
519 Woodman characterizes the entire conspiracy as “responding to the emperor’s pressure” in 
their tendency to perform and that they spent too much time talking rather than making practical 
plans (1993, 107; 113; 121). Pagán sees this episode, especially the death of Epicharis, as a 
criticism of the lack of courage on the part of the senatorial class (2004, 81-2). 
 
520 Furneaux and Griffin note that Piso probably did not perform in public, but that other 
evidence suggests that Piso did actually play the lyre, and that in some circumstances tragic 
performance was not considered unsuitable for Roman aristocrats (Furneaux 1907, ad loc; 
Griffin 1984, 113). Koestermann has a few suggestions as to the type of occasion that might have 
made public performances acceptable (1963, ad loc). Woodman notes that earlier, at 15.53.1, 
Tacitus describes the lead role in the conspiracy primas partes, a technical term for the principal 




reintroduce the concerns that Tacitus has already raised in reference in Nero as an actor.521 
Tacitus’ characterization of Piso is fraught with the same appearance/reality script opposition 
that he uses with Nero, and although Piso appears tragic rather than musical, that minor contrast 
is humorous in itself, because it belies Piso’s claim that he would be a better emperor than Nero 
by revealing that they were not significantly different. Although Piso says he aims to restore 
correct governance to Rome, Tacitus suggests that the conspiracy was merely an attempt to 
replace one actor with another, one whose only difference is that he is more effective at 
pretending to be virtuous. 
 The humor that Tacitus uses in the introduction of the conspirators does not dominate the 
whole episode, and he treats their suicides with gravity as examples of Nero’s cruelty and 
tyranny. Nevertheless, the humor he uses to introduce them and at some points during the 
conspiracy foreshadows their defeat and portrays their conspiracy as more an outgrowth of 
Neronian trends than a reaction against them. In this way, the conspiracy helps confirm Nero’s 
power: he is still the best actor in Roman politics because the Pisonians are unable to defeat him. 
Nero has set the terms of the contest for power insofar as performance and attention are crucial 
elements in both his rule and the conspirators’ attempt to overthrow it. 
Bassus Episode (16.1-3) 
 In the surviving part of Book 16, Tacitus continues to use humor to illustrate Nero’s 
dependence on deception. Tacitus begins Book 16 with an episode in which an apparently insane 
man, Caesellius Bassus, convinces Nero that a large amount of gold is buried under his land near 
 
521 Admittedly, Tacitus introduces these details through Subrius Flavus rather than in his 
narratorial voice and does not explicitly endorse Flavus’ opinion. Despite this, Tacitus devotes 




Carthage. This episode would be odd anywhere, and is an extremely strange way to begin a 
book.522 Bassus does not seem to have been important in politics, nor does this seem to have 
been such a major embarrassment for Nero that it would rival other incidents that Tacitus has 
described.523 Tacitus’ decision to open Book 16 with this episode is in part explained by the tone 
it sets. The episode is overtly humorous and deals directly with the conflict between reality and 
illusion. One major difference from earlier such episodes is that Nero is not in the leading role: 
Bassus is. Tacitus is unambiguous about Bassus’ mental problems. He is described as having a 
“disturbed mind” (mente turbida, 16.1.1) and his actions are miscalculated to the extent that they 
could hardly result from the decisions of a sane person. Later, Tacitus characterizes him as 
having had vaecordia (16.3.2). The Bassus episode thus introduces another perspective on the 
ongoing contrast between reality and the illusions created by the pronunciations of an authority. 
Unlike all the other characters who have advanced a false version of reality, Bassus is not 
lying, but believes his own deception because he is truly out of contact with reality.524 All the 
falsehoods that Tacitus called attention to earlier were constructed by deceptive people familiar 
with the truth or by those who had been deceived by others’ falsehoods. Bassus is the first 
manifestly insane man to attempt to navigate Nero’s court.525 His self-deception is neither willful 
 
522 Syme called it “an extraneous interlude” (1958, 263). 
 
523 Suetonius’ narration of the same episode uses Bassus (whom he identifies as an eques) as a 
coda to Nero’s massive spending on building projects and claims that after the gold proved an 
illusion, Nero was too broke to pay the army (Nero 31.4-32.1). Suetonius connects the incident 
to politics and economics more strongly than Tacitus does, but in contrast has nothing to say 
about Bassus’ mental state. That Tacitus begins Book 16 with this episode but does not 
emphasize its economic consequences suggests that he used it to make a different point. 
 
524 Even at the end of the episode, Bassus insists that this is the first time his prophetic dreams 
have deceived him (16.3.2). 
 
525 Ancient ideas about mental illness are a complex subject that I cannot tackle here. In my 
opinion, Tacitus treats Bassus as mentally ill in that he is completely ruled by his native 
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nor advantageous. Because he believes in his own wild claims, Bassus engages in a guileless act 
of deception when he convinces Nero that Dido’s Tyrian gold is buried under his land, a story 
which he believes to be the truth. He is initially elevated and later ruined by telling the same 
“truth,” which he never denies. Little humor in the story of Bassus is centered on him—his 
delusions end (or at least ruin) his life in a narrative that turns on factors beyond his control. 
 Tacitus does not use humor to describe Bassus because Bassus is not a representative 
example of an imperial politician. The contrast between Bassus and Nero, however, is ripe for 
humor. The first word of the episode and of the book is inlusit, a word that connotes mockery 
and simple deception.526 Tacitus says “fortune” mocked Nero “through his foolishness” (per 
vanitatem) before introducing Bassus (16.1.1). The idea that fortune itself mocked Nero 
foreshadows Bassus’ ignorance of his own deception. The first sentence also suggests that Nero 
is at a disadvantage in this episode. Much of the mocking and deception so far has been done by 
Nero or at his behest.527 Nero is, for once, the victim of someone else’s distorted reality. This 
 
delusions, something not seen elsewhere in the Annals. Nero occasionally behaves as if he were 
insane, but Tacitus suggests that Nero did so by choice. 
 
526 Tacitus leaves both meanings possible in this sentence. The Lexicon Taciteum classifies this 
use of inludere as meaning decipere. In the OLD entry for illudere, however, this same passage 
is cited as an example of the usage that connotes mockery rather than deception. Confusion about 
the exact connotation of the word here seems inevitable because deception is certainly involved 
but mockery also could be. I suggest that the use of inludere is likely to indicate mockery here 
because, according to the Lexicon Taciteum, there are at most only two uses of inludere in the 
sense of deception in Tacitus, whereas there are seven uses in which it indicates mockery and 
five in which it indicates physical harm. Tacitus therefore seems to have used inludere to 
indicate mockery far more often than he used it to indicate deception alone. 
 
527 A notable exception is the great fire rumor, which Tacitus suggests hurt Nero’s reputation 
despite his attention to ameliorating problems caused by the fire. 
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reversal of instigator and victim disrupts the expectations that Tacitus has established in that 
Nero is usually in control of such situations.528 
 Tacitus emphasizes the humor here by suggesting that Nero was deceived by “fortune” 
and an unimportant individual because, Tacitus suggests, Nero would not have believed Bassus’ 
story if he had checked it out more carefully. Bassus provides details that presumably strike Nero 
as corroborative evidence (the large amount of gold, the various forms in which it is stored, his 
personal theory that Dido hid the gold to avoid aggression from the Numidians).529 The same 
details, however, are likely to strike Tacitus’ readers as mounting absurdities, in which the 
improbability of such a discovery is compounded first by the improbability that so much gold is 
simply buried somewhere and then by Bassus’ fanciful explanation. In contrast to the skeptical 
reaction that Tacitus encourages in his readers, Nero’s reaction is credulous. According to 
Tacitus, Nero acted “without examining sufficiently the trustworthiness either of the author or of 
the business itself, and without sending inspectors to ascertain whether the news was true” (non 
auctoris, non ipsius negotii fide satis spectate ne missis per quos manent an vera adferrentur, 
16.2.1). Nero could have taken action to confirm Bassus’ claim but he did not. This is an 
especially great oversight considering Tacitus suggests Bassus’ delusions were quite apparent. 
Although Bassus did not intend to trick Nero, he produced a false impression that fooled 
Nero and some of the people to whom Nero repeated the story. Tacitus exploits the contrast 
 
528 Walker and Mendell have understood the first sentence of Book 16 as good thematic evidence 
that Nero’s power was waning at this point (1952, 43; 1957, 164). 
 
529 Braund has argued persuasively that Bassus was accidentally able to make a well-tailored 
appeal: finding hidden gold would have appealed to a Roman emperor as a sign of divine favor, 
gold evokes a Golden Age, and naming Dido as the treasure’s original owner is a reminder of the 
Julio-Claudians’ mythic ancestry (1983, 65-6). Griffin adds that Nero himself had written an epic 
about the Trojans and may therefore have been even more eagerly credulous on similar topics 
(1984, 147). Bassus’ story would therefore have fed on both Nero’s interest in presenting himself 
as a legitimate ruler and as an inspired poet. 
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between the insane Bassus and the technically sane Nero to produce more humor on the contrast 
between reality and fiction. Tacitus implicitly likens Nero to an actually insane man: although 
Nero lives in his own personal reality by choice and with knowledge of reality, the encounter 
with Bassus juxtaposes Nero’s enthusiasm for the fantasy of the gold with Bassus’. Generally, 
Tacitus portrays Nero’s creative relationship with reality as humorous because it reveals the 
dynamics of power, which cause some people to act in ways that are disconnected from reality. 
In this case, Tacitus suggests that Nero is subject to deception in much the same way his 
courtiers are: he is not always skilled in recognizing when others have manipulated reality. 
Where previously Tacitus blurred the distinction between what is true and what the emperor says 
is true, here he compares the emperor who deceives on purpose with the insane man who 
deceives by accident. Although Bassus is the only person actually suffering from mental illness, 
Nero is similar to Bassus in that once he is convinced of the absurd story, he sets out to convince 
others: the soldiers of the fleet who are sent to bear away the gold either believe the story or are 
legally bound to act as though they do; the people (populus) discuss the matter “credulously” 
(credulitate); and panegyrical orators take up the gold as a new theme for their speeches 
(16.2.2).530 In this way, Tacitus implicitly compares Nero’s influence on his subjects with 
Bassus’ influence on Nero. Just as Bassus can transmit a false belief to Nero, so Nero can do the 
same to many others. The obvious difference is that Bassus is convincing because he believes his 
own visions while Nero is convincing not only because he believes the story in this case but also 
because he has the power to force people to act as though they believe him. 
 
530 Tacitus mentions that among the prudentes among the people did not believe the rumor and 
suggests (using the verb fingebat) that the panegyrical orators also realized that it was not true. 
Nero did not transmit his (or Bassus’) unshakeable belief in the buried gold, but he has widened 
the circle of people who act as if they believe in it. 
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Nevertheless, the parallel between Nero and Bassus is closer than it would be if Nero 
were disseminating information that he knew to be false. Tacitus compares Nero’s credulity to 
Bassus’ insanity,531 adding another script opposition to the mix: emperor/madman. If these 
scripts are not as starkly opposed as some others, Tacitus makes up for it by making their overlap 
extremely clear, as Bassus, despite his insanity, gives the emperor instructions on what he should 
do and the emperor, despite his authority and ability to investigate and discredit Bassus’ claim, 
believes the delusions as certainly as Bassus does. In addition, Tacitus reports the comments of 
the panegyrical speakers at the Quinquennial Games, who recast Nero’s foolishness as a sign of 
his right to be emperor. By praising the emperor in connection to the purported discovery of 
gold, the panegyricists conflate the ideal (non-insane) emperor with one who follows Nero’s 
insane scheme. Tacitus implies the orators do not believe this but even so, the situation seems 
ridiculous. Without actually saying that Nero was insane, Tacitus shows that his behavior was 
more typical of a delusional person like Bassus than of an emperor. 
 There is a large family of jokes based on the opposed scripts of sanity and insanity. 
Occasionally, Plautus’ characters are accused of madness or pretend to be insane in order to 
achieve their goals.532 Perhaps the most relevant example of this occurs in Menaechmi when 
 
531 Although Nero is sometimes aware that scheming goes on behind his back, Tacitus does not 
portray him as particularly well-attuned to the machinations within his own court. His grievances 
with Britannicus, Agrippina, Seneca, and the Pisonian conspirators are either imagined (as with 
Britannicus), stoked by third parties (as with Seneca and the conspirators), or based on correct 
but non-specific knowledge of the offender’s character (as with Agrippina, who did nothing 
unusually threatening in the lead-up to her death). Tacitus’ Nero does at other times display an 
astute understanding of how to manipulate and deceive his subjects, but his ability to 
comprehend the significance of events is not highly developed but merely assisted by his 
position of power and the fact that he is the source of many of the commonest falsehoods. 
 
532 In Casina, the slave Pardalisca claims that the non-appearing title character has gone insane in 
an attempt to prevent the lecherous senex Lysidamus from sexually assaulting her (621-9). In 
Rudens, the slave Trachalio briefly pretends to be insane in a bid to intimidate his fellow slave 
 
 256 
Menaechmus Sosicles, accused of insanity by his identical twin’s wife and father, decides to play 
to their expectations and claims to hear the voices of Bacchus and Apollo commanding him to do 
violence (831-875). In that scene, Menaechmus recognizes that being “insane” will serve him 
better than being inconveniently sane. Much of the humor hinges not on his absurd, falsely 
insane behavior, but in his decision to act to suit his advantage. Being “insane” temporarily 
makes Menaechmus Sosicles more powerful, because he is able to run his twin’s family off with 
unfulfilled threats rather than having to convince them that they have mistaken his identity.533 
Menaechmus Sosicles’ choice to appear insane is in fact more reasonable than it would be for 
him to attempt to appear sane in his inexplicable situation. By bringing these two scripts—sanity 
and insanity—together, humor frequently posits a closer relationship between the two than is 
usually comfortable.534 
 
Gripus into relinquishing an object important to the plot (1006-9). In both cases, the supposedly 
insane person physically threatens others in a way which would be prohibitively disadvantageous 
for a sane person to do. 
 
533 Modern jokes often play on a similar opposition. Koestler cites several examples of what he 
calls the “lunatic story,” jokes in which the target or one of the major characters is marked as 
insane (1954, 90-91). Koestler concludes that several of these stories evince a repressed desire to 
do violence to the “lunatic” targets of these jokes, but also that in interactions between “lunatics” 
and their sane interlocutors, the sane interlocutors often come off as out of touch with reality. In 
one of these jokes, the sane interlocutor asks a man who is fishing in a washbasin whether he has 
caught anything, only to be rebuked: “Have you ever caught fish in a washbasin?” (1954, 90). 
Koestler says that “the [sane] journalist, by accepting the logic of illusion, is caught in his own 
trap, which increases our malicious pleasure” (1954, 90). Although the power dynamic between 
the two characters in this joke is hardly comparable to the one between emperor and subject, the 
negotiation of reality is reminiscent of what Tacitus does with Nero: the sane man may attempt 
to get on the other’s level by accepting the version of reality in which he lives, but the apparently 
insane man may already understand that he is doing something inexplicable and rebuke the other 
for acting as though it is normal. 
 
534 Bartsch has also cited Flavius Philostratus’ comments on Nero in his life of Apollonius of 
Tyana (5.7) as an ancient example of the idea that an actor who attempted to remain in his role as 
a tyrant would appear insane. Perhaps a tyrant who attempted to be an actor would suffer similar 
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 This scene demonstrates important considerations that often come into play when humor 
turns on a sanity/insanity opposition, especially when one of the characters in the joke is labelled 
as manifestly insane. In Tacitus, that character is Bassus, whose insanity reflects on Nero, who is 
sane but whose behavior mirrors that of Bassus. Tacitus emphasizes the similarity in their 
behavior despite the contrast in their mental ability. Bassus acts as he does because he is coerced 
by his own delusions. Nero acts insane voluntarily and out of the hope that he will benefit from 
doing so. Both are fooled or mocked: Nero is the object of inlusit, the first word in the episode, 
and Bassus wonders how he could have been deceived (elusum) by his dreams (16.3.2). By 
comparing Nero’s poor judgment to Bassus’ mental incapacity, Tacitus encourages humor by 
suggesting that Bassus, although his behavior is similar to Nero’s, at least has an excuse for 
believing what he claims is the truth. 
 Tacitus also explores the serious implications of Rome’s leader behaving like a 
delusional person. Tacitus says Nero made financial decisions expecting to be enriched by 
Bassus’ treasure, to the point that he harmed public funds (16.3.1).535 Unlike Bassus, whose 
delusion might have remained harmless to others had he not attracted Nero’s attention, Nero 
causes a lot of damage simply by deciding that the buried treasure is real. Nero’s 
mismanagement of Rome’s resources is a serious scandal rather than a joke, but Tacitus connects 
power and (in)sanity by describing how Nero made an apparently rational decision based on a 
completely irrational premise (he spends money because he is expecting to be reimbursed by 
Bassus’ treasure). Following the descriptions of Nero’s gullibility and the Senate’s, people’s and 
 
consequences. Because Nero played tyrants and matricides on stage, the relationship between his 
real and fictive identities is especially complicated (Bartsch 1994, 36-9). 
 
535 Suetonius emphasizes the financial consequences more strongly. In his account, Nero had run 
out of money to pay military stipendia (Nero 32.1). 
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panegyricists’ praises of Nero, this description of Nero’s financial policy brings the whole 
episode back to the solid ground of the consequences that Rome suffered because Nero believed 
Bassus, despite his obvious delusions. 
 Tacitus gives Bassus two possible exits (death or confiscation of property), either of 
which dismisses him from the narrative. Tacitus does not, however, clarify how the episode 
ended for Nero. This is striking because Tacitus describes Bassus’ downfall in a long, winding 
sentence that stacks up the circumstances of Bassus’ end in multiple subordinate clauses before 
ending with the main verb (16.3.2). This sentence comes immediately after one in which Tacitus 
describes the financial consequences that Nero inflicted on Rome. At first, it seems that Tacitus 
is building tension in the subordinate clauses that describe Bassus’ fate and that he will conclude 
with a resolution addressing what happened when it turned out that the gold did not exist. 
Instead, he never says how Nero reacted to the news that there was no gold. In contrast to 
Bassus’ slow and painful realization that something has gone wrong, Nero next appears deciding 
to sing in a public performance. Bassus, although insane, is forced to realize that he is mistaken 
and that there is no buried treasure. Tacitus suggests that Nero, on the other hand, continued to 
act insane and never acknowledged the mistake. The contrast between sane and insane has 
reversed: because he does not have the power to impose his false reality on others, Bassus comes 
to grips with reality. Because Nero is powerful enough to ignore or alter any facts that conflict 
with his preferred reality, he walks away from this incident without acknowledging that there 
was no gold. Tacitus has presented the episode as inherently absurd in a way that reflects poorly 





Nero as Musician 
 In the next chapter, the Senate, nervous about Nero’s performance at the upcoming 
games, attempts to mitigate the potential damage of Nero’s performance by awarding him a new 
crown for “eloquence” (16.4.1).536 By doing this, the Senate hope to prevent a display of ludicra 
deformitas, a concept difficult to render in English. Woodman translates it as “disgrace,” which 
certainly describes it, but ludicrum has a connotation related to public games, and deformitas has 
connotations related to physical ugliness as well as social stigma (OLD ludicrum, deformitas). 
Ugliness and spectacle have both been previously associated with humor. Ugliness is also 
considered a primary spur to laughter by Cicero and Quintilian.537 The Senate considers it 
disgraceful for Nero to make a public performance and therefore attempts to prevent Nero from 
appearing absurd in public, while Nero wants to do so.538 That the Senate offers Nero prizes for 
both singing and eloquence in order to suppress his actual performances is already a delicious 
 
536 “Meanwhile, with the five-yearly contest now near, the senate, to avert disgrace, offered the 
Commander the victory in singing and added the crown for eloquence, by which a disfiguring 
performance might be screened” (interea senatus propinquo iam lustrali certamine, ut dedecus 
averteret, offert imperatori victoriam cantus adicitque facudiae coronam qua ludicra deformitas 
velaretur, 16.4.1). I have changed Woodman’s translation of facundia from “fluency” to 
“eloquence” because it seems to me just as accurate and a little less obscure. Woodman also 
comments that this sentence is slightly obscure in that it does not say exactly what the Senate 
intended to do (2004, ad loc). I interpret it to mean that the Senate did not want to give Nero a 
chance to actually perform at the contest, or to reduce interest in the contest by eliminating the 
veneer of competition. Cassius Dio does suggest that at the Neronia musical contests were 
essentially rendered obsolete because nobody was allowed to compete against the emperor 
(epitome 62a.21.1-2), but that refers to a different incident. 
 
537 See footnote 338 above for references to deformitas and turpitudo as elements of humor in 
Cicero and Quintilian. 
 
538 This conflict may reflect the Senate’s concern with maintaining traditional dignity in contrast 
to the emperor’s instinct to do anything that will keep public attention focused on him. In 
addition, it may illustrate that the Senate’s power came from its dignity (when it had any power 
at all), while this emperor’s came from his shamelessness. 
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irony in that the Senate grants awards for performance to the person that they least desire to 
perform. 
Tacitus describes Nero’s performance in humorous terms: Nero has to insist (dictitans) 
that he does not need the Senate’s awards but will win the competition on his own merits 
(16.4.2). When he does perform, the people (vulgus) are enthusiastic, and Nero makes a great 
show of obeying all the rules observed by normal performers, right down to displaying a 
“fabricated panic” (ficto pavore, 16.4.4) at the judges’ assessment. Tacitus brings to the fore a 
contrast between the performer-emperor and the other competitors by pointing out how closely 
and needlessly Nero followed their practices. Nero’s determination to act as a regular competitor 
and earn his prizes is shown to be absurd by the contrast between what Nero needs to do to win 
the contests (that is, nothing) and what he actually does. In describing Nero’s musical 
performance, Tacitus draws together the opposed scripts of powerful emperor and nervous 
musician. By performing in the contest instead of claiming an unearned prize, Nero apparently 
intends to make his victory more real. However, the whole performance is fake in that it is 
unnecessary, because Nero clearly knows that he is not a real competitor and will win the contest 
on the strength of political bias in his favor.539 This is clear at the start of the contest, where 
Tacitus’ enumeration of the rules for lyre players emphasizes Nero’s choice to follow them, in 
implicit comparison with the others, who followed the rules of competition as a matter of course. 
Nero’s initial objection to the interference of the Senate is interesting because it appears 
at the start of the sentence and at first seems to have political connotations. Although it is not an 
independent clause and not emphatic, Nero’s comment that he does not need the support of the 
 
539 His “fabricated panic” is evidence that he knew this (16.4.4). The detail that Nero pretended 
to be afraid is not in the parallel tradition but only in Tacitus, which makes it even more striking 
(Bartsch 1994, 27). 
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Senate suggests a more explicitly political exchange than the one that follows. Referring to the 
Senate’s offer of contest prizes, he claims to need neither their canvassing nor their power 
(ambitus and potestas), both terms that have political significance. In a slightly different context, 
Nero might be dismissing the Senate’s political authority in favor of his own. Tacitus reinforces 
his characterization of Nero as a tyrant, but does so in a way that emphasizes that spectacle is a 
major support to his power, and so highlights that Nero’s authority springs from an absurd 
source. Nero is supported by the vulgus instead of the Senate.540 Tacitus attributes no clear 
motivation to the vulgus. Perhaps they find Nero’s public antics entertaining.541 Tacitus sounds a 
serious note in this description of the relationship between Nero, the elites, and the common 
people, in that he illustrates the Senate’s mistrust of Nero and the vulgus’ enthusiasm for him. At 
the same time, he uses humor by illustrating Nero’s turn from a powerful emperor who was 
offered prizes despite not participating in the competition to an apparently terrified lyre-player. 
Nero wins public support for competing in the contest, but in doing so he pretends to be less 
powerful than he is. 
Tacitus heightens the humor of the scene by describing the exact requirements imposed 
upon competitors. These include restrictions to do with sweat and “emissions from mouth or 
nostrils” (sudorem and oris aut narium excrementa, 16.4.3). Tacitus’ careful periphrasis for 
 
540 Tacitus says of them here that they were “importuning [Nero] that he should communicate to 
them the complete range of his enthusiasms (these were the words they spoke)” (flagitante vulgo 
ut omnia studia sua publicaret (haec enim verba dixere), 16.4.3). Because the entire vulgus could 
not have said the same thing, this is a particularly improbable claim of exact words and therefore 
puts even more emphasis on their responsibility for encouraging Nero’s performances. The 
crowd may not be entirely sincere in their praise, but do seem at least somewhat enthusiastic 
about watching Nero perform (Bartsch 1994, 29). 
 
541 Elsewhere, the masses have been either Nero’s dupes, or, as during the fire episode, unduly 
suspicious of him. Tacitus is often critical of the vulgus, but for him inconsistency between 
incidents is one of their typical negative qualities and therefore not much of a surprise. 
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mucus and saliva underscores the fact that these fluids are beneath the dignity of his history and 
should not have been the object of the emperor’s public, visible concern. I argue that Tacitus 
includes this detail to emphasize the humorous contrast between emperor and lyre player.542 The 
mundane physical requirements of competing in a musical contest are important for professional 
lyre players, but they should not be political concerns.543 Tacitus describes these rules to 
demonstrate how far from his imperial role Nero went in service of his desire to perform even as 
he would not technically abandon his imperial status. There is humor in the idea that if the 
emperor pretends to be a regular lyre player, all he accomplishes is to demonstrate that emperors 
sweat. 
 Tacitus finishes the episode with a description not of Nero but of others encouraged by 
him: “For its part, the plebs of the City, accustomed as it was to encourage the gestures of actors 
too, resounded with regular rhythms and organized applause. You would have believed them 
delighted—and perhaps they were delighted, in their indifference to public outrage” (et plebs 
quidem urbis, histrionum quoque gestus iuvare solita, personabat certis modis plaususque 
composito. Crederes laetari, ac fortasse laetabantur per incuriam publici flagitii, 16.4.4). 
Tacitus here implicitly likens Nero to an actor in that the plebs respond to him as if he were 
 
542 Lyre playing was not necessarily incompatible with being the emperor. Fantham points out 
that Augustus associated himself with Apollo citharodos, but, as usual, Nero took what had been 
a low-key affiliation and increased its prominence to an unreasonable degree (2013, 21-2). 
 
543 In contrast, Suetonius includes an account of the physical regimen that Nero underwent to 
improve his voice but, in his description of physical behaviors in which Nero engaged during the 
performance, he lists Nero’s transgressions rather than adherence to the regular rules of musical 
competition (Nero 20.1-3). Cassius Dio provides few physical details but more details of Nero’s 
musical taste, the quality of his voice, and the sycophantic adoration that accompanied his 
performance (epitome 62a.20.1-5). Fantham has argued that Tacitus includes fewer specifics of 
Nero’s performances because he is more concerned about violations of decorum than about the 
particulars of how decorum was violated (2013, 24). 
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one.544 Not only the emperor but also the plebs have deteriorated by this point. They are 
“accustomed” to praise actors.545 Tacitus at first evinces doubt about their joy (crederes laetari), 
then admits that perhaps they were indeed happy because they disgrace did not matter to them. 
The final words of the sentence, per incuriam publici flagitii, constitute a punchline. The 
crowd’s happiness, which was ambiguous at first, is confirmed and identified as caused by 
“indifference to public outrage,” a moral flaw that creates something of a paradox: if the public 
does not care about public outrage, it is unclear who would. The last words suggest that things 
have gone wrong enough at this point that the difference between right and wrong has collapsed 
for many inhabitants of Rome. As in his narrative of the fire, Tacitus shows that Nero’s subjects 
go along with his lies or adapt their realities to support whatever disgraceful or false thing he 
does or says. Because Tacitus leaves this information to the end of the sentence, it takes on a 
surprising and humorous tone that resonates with Tacitus’ humorous treatment of the same motif 
in earlier episodes. 
Conclusion 
 Because Book 16 breaks off midsentence without more prominent incidents that use 
humor, it is impossible to guess how Tacitus might have concluded the humorous thread on 
Nero.546 We can say only that in the surviving Neronian books Tacitus employs humor in his 
 
544 Koestermann likens part of this passage to Hist. 1.36.3, in which Otho blows kisses to the 
Roman crowd to get them to support his principate (1963, 16.4.4). Because both are incidents in 
which an emperor debases himself for attention in ways that Tacitus describes with humor, I find 
the parallel compelling. 
 
545 At Histories 2.90.1-2, the plebs cheer for Vitellius with “usual flatteries” (solitas adulationes) 
even though Vitellius in fact has no good qualities. In both passages Tacitus criticizes the crowd 
for employing stock reactions after they have ceased to be appropriate. 
 
546 The remainder of the text includes a few more references to related motifs. 16.11.3 contains a 
cursory reference to Nero inflicting “mockery” (ludibria) on his dead enemies. 16.14.1 claims 
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narration to illustrate how Nero acquired power, and how Nero’s imperial absurdities were 
refracted through both the senatorial class and the urban plebs. He eventually shows that these 
performances can backfire on Nero because, although they reinforce his power by encouraging 
people to treat his obvious fictions as truths, they also make him seem absurd. Tacitus does not 
rely on a single script opposition in the humor that he employs regarding Nero, but plays upon a 
general contrast between Nero as the emperor he ought to be and Nero as a performer, or upon 
the difference between reality and imperial fictions.547 This is not merely an expression of 
disapproval (although it is also that), but a comment on the manner in which Nero exercised 
power and how it became normalized over the course of his principate. In Tacitus’ assessment, 
Nero acted as more a laughingstock than an emperor and in doing so forced the Roman elite to 
acknowledge his power and conform to his manner of ruling, in which public performance was 
central. They did not, however, tolerate Nero forever, and some of his more ridiculous antics 
encouraged resentments that probably contributed to his overthrow.548 During Nero’s principate, 
performance (which Tacitus describes with humor) becomes a significant factor in politics, both 
 
Antistius Sosianus was exiled for writing insulting poetry about Nero, and Curtius Montanus is 
accused of a similar crime at 16.28.1. 
 
547 Early on, while Nero is still gathering power, Tacitus often uses a performance/concealment 
script opposition, but that pair becomes less rigidly defined as the narrative goes on. 
 
548 Because the end of the Annals is lost, I am speculating, but because Tacitus involves the 
Pisonian conspiracy in the humorous tone related to Nero and introduces Vespasian in an episode 
that also uses humor, I think it is reasonable to guess that Tacitus suggests Nero’s enemies 
disliked his tendency to perform. Tacitus specifically says that Nero’s public performances 
discomfited the Senate and many non-urban Italians (16.4-5) and noted that Subrius Flavus 
criticized Nero for behaving like an actor (15.65.1). Suetonius records several anti-Nero slogans 
that draw on his penchant for singing and acting (Nero 39.2). Cassius Dio mentions at least one 
of the same insults (epitome 62a.16.2). 
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as a deliberate tool of control in the hands of the powerful and as a sign by which those who are 
less powerful (both elites and the truly powerless) can recognize that an authority is inane. 
The first part of Nero’s reign, in Tacitus’ view, was characterized by ridiculous behavior 
that Nero’s contemporaries treated not as ridiculous but as entirely serious. Tacitus does not 
make it clear if Nero made himself ridiculous on purpose at this early stage, but by highlighting 
the absurdity of Nero’s behavior Tacitus demonstrates Nero’s great power by showing that he 
could bend perceptions to his advantage. Once Nero has attained a stable position of power, 
Tacitus is more explicit about Nero’s purposeful use of mockery: the emperor continues to act 
ridiculous by pursuing his artistic passions, but just as often mocks his enemies in order to 
decrease the threat they pose to him. In the final remaining part of Tacitus’ treatment of Nero, 
there are a few signs that Nero’s tendency to be ridiculous was noticed and motivated the elite to 
overthrow him. In short, Tacitus uses humor to comment on the trajectory of Nero’s power, 
characterizing him both as a corrupting figure who made performance a more important part of 
the principate than it already was and a poor strategist who, by making politics a contest of 
performance, weakened his own power. 
Tacitus could, of course, have explained Nero’s rise and fall without involving humor. In 
these episodes, however, humor links power, performance, and perception. When Tacitus makes 
Nero the target of humor, he vividly demonstrates that Nero equated being powerful and being 
the center of attention even when being the center of attention meant being an object of ridicule. 
This constitutes both a criticism of Nero’s exercise of power and shows why such a tyrannical 
exercise of power could be effective instead of simply destroying Nero’s credibility. Tacitus 
shows Nero as an absurd as well as powerful ruler because by doing so he shows that Nero’s 
control over Rome amounted at times to a kind of mind control. By presenting some of the 
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episodes of Nero’s rule as humorous, Tacitus magnifies the dissonance between alternate 
realities that Nero constructs and his subjects are forced to cope with. Nero controlled not only 
what his subjects did, but also sought to control what they thought. Tacitus is still responsible for 
the humor in these episodes, but often the humor is meant to showcase multiple perspectives 
rather than cementing a single interpretation in a reader’s mind. The contradictions that Nero 
demands are humorous by Tacitus’ standards, but further reveal the complex set of perspectives 






















CHAPTER 4: HUMOR AS PRECEDENT: THE TRIAL OF LIBO DRUSUS AND THE 
MARRIAGE OF MESSALINA  
 In this chapter, I examine two episodes in which Tacitus focuses humor on an event or 
situation rather than a character. These episodes differ from my earlier examples in that their 
scope is limited to a shorter part of the narrative and their effect sets the stage for later, often 
more serious points. Although nearly all of Tacitus’ humor evinces contempt for ridiculous 
behavior that in his opinion was unworthy of the historical influence that circumstances granted 
to it, I argue that, in these episodes, Tacitus introduces grave problems by locating their origins 
in frivolous nonsense. The episode in which Libo Drusus is accused of maiestas and eventually 
kills himself contains many features of Tacitean humor, yet is a dark introduction to Tiberius’ 
notorious maiestas trials.549 The wedding of Messalina to Gaius Silius is a patently ridiculous 
event in which Tacitus illustrates how little control Claudius exerted in his own principate, and 
how his freedmen struggled to maintain a façade of imperial control despite their personal 
authority. These instances of humor are less useful for characterization (although they do shed 
light on a few minor figures) than they are for establishing a perspective for later parts of the 
 
549 The more common form of the name of the historical defendant was Marcus Scribonius 
Drusus Libo. Tacitus reverses the order of the last two names. Pettinger summarizes relevant 
concerns (2012, 219-220) and especially credits Weinrib (1968, 262) with producing evidence 
for this being the more typical form. In addition, Sumner notes that “Libo Drusus” occurs only in 
Tacitus, while “Drusus Libo” appears elsewhere (1970, 275 fn. 113). Because Tacitus reverses 
the order of the names, and because scholarship on Tacitus has usually followed that pattern, I 
use the name that appears in Tacitus. 
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narrative. By using humor in these short episodes, Tacitus introduces serious problems and a 
sense that the rest of the narrative partakes in similar contradictions. 
Libo Drusus 
 Tacitus begins the Libo Drusus episode immediately after a discussion of Tiberius’ 
conflict with Germanicus, who was at the time conducting a military campaign in Germany 
(2.26.2-5). Tiberius sends messages to Germanicus urging him not to overextend his forces by 
continuing the campaign, then commands him to leave Germany in order not to continue 
attacking at an unsustainable pace (2.26.2-4). Tacitus concludes that section by saying that 
Germanicus understood that he was being recalled out of Tiberius’ envy (per invidiam, 2.26.5). 
Tacitus does not endorse Germanicus’ theory, but nor does he deny it, and therefore leaves a 
sense that Tiberius’ jealousy of other aristocrats was acute and frustrated at this time and that the 
emperor was immediately concerned to control other members of the imperial family.550 
In contrast to Germanicus, whose military exploits Tacitus does not always describe as 
glorious but always as exceptionally dramatic, Libo Drusus is never credited with having done 
much of note.551 Tacitus introduces Libo Drusus as a scion of the Scribonii and as accused of 
fomenting revolution, with no further details (2.27.1). Although the opening sentence is bland 
and factual, it seems that had Tacitus meant to convey the impression that Libo Drusus had 
actually been committing treason, he might have provided the pertinent details of his treason 
 
550 Goodyear suggests that Tiberius’ true motivation in recalling Germanicus was to 
diplomatically persuade him to desist from an impractical plan to conquer Germany (1981, 
2.26.2-5). Although this is a plausible explanation, I do not see it reflected in Tacitus, and indeed 
Goodyear draws from Suetonius to reach this conclusion. 
 
551 Although Tacitus does not mention it, the fact that Germanicus and Libo were about the same 
age reinforces the implicit comparison between them (Pettinger 2012, 232). The later reference 
to Libo’s relatives in the imperial family, including Augustus’ first wife Scribonia (2.27.2), 
reinforces Libo’s proximity to the imperial family. 
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rather than of the accusation.552 Instead, Tacitus interrupts his introduction of Libo Drusus to 
introduce the proceedings against him: “The beginning, course, and end of the proceedings I 
shall discuss with particular care, because then were first discovered the elements which during 
so many years gnawed away at the state” (eius negotii initium, ordinem, finem curatius disseram, 
quia tum primum reperta sunt quae per tot annos rem publicam exedere, 2.27.1).553 Because 
Libo Drusus was not a major historical figure, such a pivot makes sense, yet it also makes this 
episode explicitly one about an accusation of treason rather than an act of treason, because even 
if Libo Drusus had planned treason it could presumably not have cast a shadow many years after 
 
552 Tacitus’ narratives on actual or planned rebellions tend to be considerably more fleshed out. 
For example, his summary of the life of Aelius Sejanus at the start of Book 4 flatly declares that 
he had designs on imperial power and alludes to details that he has already seeded (4.1.1). There 
follow several pages of details. Sejanus is certainly a more significant historical figure than Libo, 
yet the level of detail and clarity that Tacitus provides in his case demonstrate that he was not 
automatically cagey about the guilt or innocence of those who ran afoul of Tiberius. In another 
example, Tacitus treats the Pisonian conspiracy against Nero as a fact even though Piso, like 
Libo, seems to have been encouraged to come up with seditious ideas (15.49.1). Although that 
conspiracy appears to have been larger and more significant, Tacitus’ narrative surrounding it 
also demonstrates his interest in the minute details of conspiracies when he considers them 
important. (Both conspiracies also feature a large cast of supporting characters who assist in or 
betray the conspiracy, co-defendants and informers, people mostly absent from the Libo Drusus 
episode.) Even in much smaller episodes, and even when there is some doubt, Tacitus can be 
clear: he says that Plautius Silvanus certainly threw his wife from a height for no clear reason, 
that the most convincing evidence of this narrative was confirmed by Tiberius (!), and that the 
circumstances were murky (4.22.1-2). 
 
553 Unless otherwise noted, I use Woodman’s 2004 translation of the Annals. 
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his death.554 Furthermore, Tacitus makes this episode programmatic rather than specific.555 Libo 
Drusus is not significant for his own qualities, but for the precedents set during his trial. He is the 
center of the trial, but he is not Tacitus’ main concern in this episode, nor does the episode 
position him as a significant historical figure. On the contrary, this episode foreshadows a series 
of events that are only coincidentally related to Libo’s character. From his introduction, Tacitus 
presents Libo as an insignificant cipher at the center of one of the major legal questions of 
Tiberius’ reign. 
In the next sentence, Tacitus returns not to Libo but to his friend Firmius Catus, who 
persuaded Libo to take up a series of frivolous and somewhat subversive pursuits:  
Firmius Catus, a senator, from Libo’s closest circle of friends, impelled the young man—
misguided as he was and susceptible to illusions—to resort to the promises of the 
Chaldaeans, the rites of magicians, and even the interpreters of dreams, while at the same 
time he kept pointing to his great-grandfather Pompeius, his great-aunt Scribonia (who 
had once been Augustus’ spouse), his cousins the Caesars, and his house full of images; 
 
554 Libo’s historical innocence is far from clear. Rogers notes that Tacitus usually neither lists 
any of the major charges brought during maiestas trials nor provide much evidence, and that in 
Libo’s case he minimizes the seriousness of the charges (1952, 281-2; 310-11; 285). Walker 
argues that Libo’s case would not have been taken so seriously if the charges against him were 
not grave, but that Tacitus allows his readers to forget about that (1952, 93). Shotter considers 
the possibility that Tacitus concealed Libo’s guilt on purpose (1972, 88). Pettinger argues that 
Tacitus’ portrayal of Libo as a hapless innocent is false, and that in fact Libo and his family were 
probably supporting a revolt against Tiberius (2012, 1). Levick says Libo “certainly” wanted to 
overthrow Tiberius and that the charge against him would not even properly have been maiestas 
but revolution (2013, 45-6). Márványos considers a variety of ancient and modern sources in an 
attempt to integrate multiple perspectives on the episode (2015, 163-176). Among the ancients, 
Suetonius’ (much shorter) discussion of Libo unambiguously incriminates him (Tiberius 25.2-3). 
Velleius Paterculus is clear that Libo conspired against the emperor and that Tiberius dealt with 
him justly (2.129.2). There is, in sum, considerable agreement that Libo was planning a revolt 
against Tiberius before his regime had settled itself. (Tacitus’ own timeline would date any 
possible seditious activities from around the start of Tiberius’ reign: Koestermann 1968, 27.1.) 
My discussion, however, focuses on the impression of Libo that Tacitus’ narration creates, 
regardless of its relationship to historical reality, so I have not discussed Libo’s guilt or 
innocence. 
 
555 Tacitus is also more interested in this episode than other historians and devotes an unusual 
amount of space to its implications in the Senate (Baar 1990, 97). 
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and he encouraged him into luxuriousness and debt, acting as the partner of his lusts and 
obligations in order to trap him by additional evidence. 
 
 Firmius Catus senator, ex intima Libonis amicitia, iuvenem improvidum et facilem 
 inanibus ad Chaldaeorum promissa, magorum sacra, somniorum etiam interpretes 
 impulit, dum proavum Pompeium, amitam Scriboniam quae quondam Augusti coniunx 
 fuerat, consobrinos Caesares, plenam imaginibus domum ostentat, hortaturque ad luxum 
 et aes alienum, socius libidinum et necessitatum, quo pluribus indiciis inligeret. (2.27.2) 
 
This complex sentence deserves close attention for several reasons. First, it shifts the focus 
further away from Libo even as it describes him.556 Instead, this portrait of Libo is more of a 
window on the character and activities of Firmius Catus, the subject of the sentence to Libo’s 
object. What might simply be a grammatical fact is significant here because Catus literally 
manipulates Libo, a role highlighted by the grammar of the sentence. Catus either causes or 
encourages Libo’s most incriminating traits: his consultation of three types of fortune-tellers, his 
connections to the imperial family, and his unsustainable lifestyle. Tacitus does not deny that 
these practices were fact, but presents them in a way that suggests Libo did not act 
maliciously.557 Instead, Tacitus lays the responsibility on Catus, whom he calls not only Libo’s 
friend but “from Libo’s closest circle of friends.” The impression of Catus is highly negative.558 
Libo, in contrast, seems less malicious than foolish and duped.559 The only descriptors 
directly applied to him are improvidus and facilis inanibus, both of which confirm his poor 
 
556 Although the passage hardly describes Libo, this is as close as Tacitus gets to doing so. 
 
557 It would be impossible to be maliciously related to the emperor, of course, but a familial 
relationship can be exploited. The other two activities could indicate plotting. 
 
558 Catus was expelled from the Senate, a fact that Tacitus mentions later (4.31.4) and which 
Koestermann understands as central to Tacitus’ construction of his character (1963, 2.27.2). 
 




judgement.560 Inanibus is also interesting because although its meaning is tied closely to facilis, 
it immediately precedes the three types of divination in which Libo engages (inanibus ad 
Chaldaeorum, etc.). Tacitus does not draw a direct equivalence between “illusions” (inanibus) 
and the occupations of astrologers, magi, and dream interpreters, but the connection is implied 
by the proximity between the words. If the three methods of divination are inania, they are 
implicitly not worthy of serious concern. Divination was sometimes considered treasonous in 
ancient Rome, and Tiberius had a consistent interest and belief in astrology,561 but Tacitus 
implies that all these forms of divination are nonsense.562 Although Tacitus presents these 
practices as trivial, their ineffectiveness need not diminish the implication that Catus used them 
to exploit Libo’s gullibility. In addition, Catus seems to have gone to some effort to 
overdetermine Libo’s guilt by encouraging him to consult several types of diviner when fewer 
incriminating acts could have been enough. Tacitus hints at the essential absurdity of Catus’ 
accusations in his description of the diviners. Beyond that, Tacitus does not yet specify what 
Libo was supposed to have asked all those diviners, leaving the possibility open that he could 
have asked innocent or merely stupid questions, such as the one Tacitus reports later. 
 
560 Inania is a difficult word to translate precisely. Furneaux translates inanibus as “empty 
projects” (1907, ad loc). Goodyear calls them “idle illusions” (1981, ad loc). Michael Grant calls 
them “absurdities” (1996, 90). Tacitus also uses inania to describe the false charges brought by 
Nero against Lucius Silanus (inania simul et falsa, Ann. 16.8.1). 
 
561 Tiberius’ interest in astrology and association with astrologers is documented in multiple 
ancient sources. Tacitus mentions that Tiberius himself practiced astrology (6.20.2). 
 
562 Tacitus’ contempt may be influenced by the fact that all these methods were associated with 
the near east (Furneaux 1907, ad loc). Disdain for foreigners could compound the contempt that 
Tacitus elsewhere expresses for astrologers, or simply reflect the common perception that 
astrologers were foreign (Ripat 2011, 128). 
 
 273 
Tacitus similarly undercuts Catus’ point about Libo’s ancestry. The gist of the accusation 
is normal: male members of the imperial family who might aspire to the principate were often 
considered threats by the Julio-Claudian emperors.563 This accusation is also attuned to its 
political context, because the previous chapter showed that Tiberius was anxious about 
Germanicus gaining glory. Libo’s named ancestors, however, are not stellar connections to the 
imperial family. Libo was descended from Pompeius Magnus through Sextus Pompeius.564 
Although both were powerful generals, they were also defeated enemies of Julius Caesar and 
Augustus. Libo’s family would not necessarily have remained prominent on the strength of these 
specific ancestors. Catus also plays up Libo’s distant relation to Augustus’ second wife, 
Scribonia. Even as he focalizes this detail through Catus, Tacitus turns it into an absurdity by 
calling her “Scribonia (who had once been Augustus’ spouse)” (2.27.2). Scribonia was indeed 
the mother of Augustus’ sole surviving biological child, Julia, and therefore the ancestor of all 
his natural descendants, but she was also the woman that Augustus summarily divorced in favor 
of Livia.565 It was Livia, not Scribonia, who took on the role of empress, whose image was 
 
563 There are several prominent instances of this phenomenon in Tacitus’ narrative on Nero. 
Britannicus is an extreme example in that he was Claudius’ son, and Tacitus acknowledges that 
he was a major political rival to Nero (13.14-15), but others, such as Torquatus Silanus (16.7-8), 
are less closely related to the imperial family but considered threats anyway. 
 
564 Pettinger provides an appendix on the prosopography of Libo’s family (2012, 219 ff.). He 
argues that Libo’s family was in fact prominent and distinguished on both sides and that the 
evidence of Scribonia’s closeness with her daughter and granddaughter suggests that Libo’s 
branch of the family would frequently have interacted with their imperial cousins (2012, 225; 
230). Although Pettinger’s careful analysis is compelling, it is derived from careful scholarship 
and multiple sources, not from Tacitus’ narration: Tacitus puts no glorious cast on his description 
of Libo’s ancestry. Tacitus is likely concealing some of the connections that Libo’s family would 
have afforded him by reporting his genealogy in unembellished terms. 
 
565 Augustus and Scribonia married in 40 BCE and divorced in 39 BCE, at which time Augustus 
immediately married Livia (Oxford Classical Dictionary, “Scribonia”). Cassius Dio specifies 
that Augustus divorced Scribonia the day their daughter was born (48.34.3), which suggests he 
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reproduced in imperial portraiture, who assumed the title Augusta at Augustus’ death, whose son 
succeeded Augustus, and who was later deified.566 (Livia was alive and still a political power at 
the time of Libo’s trial.) Whatever Libo’s connection to the imperial family, a connection to 
Scribonia would have had little political relevance because her connection to the imperial family 
was tenuous from a political perspective. It is especially difficult to imagine that an imperial 
claim based on a relationship to Scribonia would override Tiberius’ claim as the adopted son of 
Augustus and the natural son of Livia. Tacitus does introduce Libo as one of the Scribonii,567 but 
there were many who belonged to that gens. 
Catus’ other claims are similarly general, such as insisting that Libo should remember 
that his cousins were Caesars and that his house is full of distinguished ancestor masks. Without 
shifting the focalization from Catus, Tacitus shows that many of the arguments he made were 
unconvincing, but nevertheless convinced Libo. Tacitus allows Catus to construct a vision of 
Libo based on a “potential treason” script: Libo is from a distinguished family adjacent to the 
emperor’s. Libo consults fortune tellers. Libo spends more money than he can afford to. These 
 
did so as soon as possible. There is evidence that other female members of Scribonia’s family 
married into the imperial family (Pettinger 2012, 227), but Tacitus does not mention them here. 
 
566 There is ample evidence of Livia’s high stature. Corbier comments that although Tiberius was 
displeased by the Senate’s offer to add “Livia’s son” to his imperial titles, the fact that such an 
honor was offered to him suggests that his familial relationship to Livia would have helped 
legitimate his power (1995, 186). Severy points out that coinage in the Roman East adopted 
Livia’s image in parallel with that of Augustus (2003, 114-5). Harvey contends that coins 
depicting Livia reinforced her image as the wife and later priestess of Augustus as well as the 
mother of Tiberius, and that later these images were repurposed to depict her as a divine figure 
(2019, 6). 
 




characteristics slot neatly into a “treason” script that Tacitus has used in the Histories.568 
Simultaneously, however, Tacitus demonstrates that all of these qualities fit just as well with a 
“frivolous” or even “comic” script: consulting fortune tellers is a mere “illusion,” Libo’s 
aristocratic ancestry is less politically useful than Catus makes it out to be, and spending too 
much money on lust and luxury is as characteristic of comedy’s adulescens as it is of a future 
emperor. These opposed scripts, treason and innocuous frivolity, create humor in this passage 
and also set up expectations that carry into future maiestas trials: if treason charges had a 
ridiculously flimsy basis on this occasion, so will they again later.569 
Finally, as I have already noted, this paragraph removes Libo’s agency, naming Catus as 
the impetus for his quasi-treasonable behavior. Catus is the subject of the sentence and, as the 
final clause reveals, responsible for cannily guiding Libo in a perilous direction in order to later 
denounce him. I have already said that Tacitus makes Catus out to be an untrustworthy figure, 
but in addition he suggests that Catus’ behavior was itself destructive. Although Catus could not 
be accused of aspiring to the principate, he encouraged Libo’s ambitions as much as the 
astrologers did, an action which is subversive on his own terms, if not Tacitus’.570 Worse in 
 
568 Excessive personal expenditure and consultation of astrologers both feature in Tacitus’ 
description of Otho immediately before he decides to become emperor (Hist. 1.21-22). 
 
569 Maiestas was not a new charge, but Tacitus represents the system that evolved to prosecute it 
(especially the increased prominence of delatores) as innovations of Tiberius’ regime (Walker 
1952, 92). In fact, delatores were already part of the Roman legal system, but their influence 
probably did increase during the early principate, particularly under Augustus and Tiberius 
(Robinson 2007, 207; 214-5). 
 
570 Tacitus attributes great importance to the councilors of would-be emperors in the Histories. 
With Otho’s cronies, Tacitus remarks that conflicts between Titus Vinius and Cornelius Laco 
that determined many of Galba’s official policies (Histories 1.6, 1.13, 1.33-4), and without the 
instigators Valens and Caecina, Tacitus implies, Vitellius would never have stirred to become 
emperor (Histories 1.52). Also notable are several key advisors to Vespasian, including 
Antonius, whose speech is instrumental in convincing him to march against Vitellius (Histories 
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Tacitus’ view is the fact that Catus intended to set Libo up to turn him in for money. The way 
Tacitus unfolds the plot, with Catus in control and Libo a hapless dupe, makes Catus the more 
dangerous character because of his deviousness. Although Tacitus treats all Libo’s allegedly 
treasonous activity as basically frivolous and non-threatening, he suggests that Catus’ scheming 
was a real threat in that it abused legal procedures and elite friendship. The opposition between 
treasonous and unimportant is again in play, as Catus’ plan to incriminate Libo insists that Libo’s 
trivial activities are dangerous even while his own actions are more likely to subvert Roman 
traditions. The juxtaposition between these two scripts creates humor in this passage. 
The passage also contains a significant amount of irony, which illustrates the mental 
contortions required to take Catus’ accusations seriously. By using humor, Tacitus subtly 
illustrates several incongruous elements that underpin the maiestas trials. First, much of the 
evidence put forward as “incriminating” is instead simply insignificant. The process is cruel 
because it provides a monetary incentive to betray friends and it partakes in a circular logic by 
which accusers may be so eager to find treasonous behavior that they fabricate it where there is 
little or none. These discrepancies are implied rather than clearly stated in the opening paragraph, 
but Tacitus has laid the groundwork for further elaboration on them. The humor in this first 
paragraph foreshadows issues that become important later and serves to establish these ideas 
firmly enough that they will be better remembered later. Without expanding on why accusations 
of maiestas had the potential to get out of control, Tacitus suggests that accusations in this period 
 
3.24), and Licinius Mucianus, the governor of Syria to whom Tacitus attributes the power to 
select an emperor (Histories 1.10). The Annals, as they survive, contain no instance in which an 
emperor spearheaded a plot to take over by force, but Nero’s accession is engineered by 
Agrippina and several freedmen, with the complicity of the poisoner Locusta, a eunuch servant, 
and even Claudius’ doctor (12.66-7). Tacitus’ works lay much blame for uprisings on 
enthusiastic supporters rather than on the aspiring emperors. 
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were often frivolous, even though the emperor and the Senate took them seriously. Humor and 
irony are a significant part of the overall impression this passage leaves because they reinforce 
the irrationality of the accusations in the minds of Tacitus’ readers.  
In the next paragraph, Catus relays his accusations to Tiberius. He is slyly careful about 
how he introduces his evidence: he gathers witnesses, including slaves, who will confirm his 
accusations, and enlists Flaccus Vescularius as an intermediary to Tiberius (2.28.1). Catus’ care 
in presenting his accusation echoes his care in encouraging the behavior that led to it and hints 
that the prosecution will expand with the addition of several more prosecutors.571 Tiberius’ 
response, however, is characteristically inscrutable. Instead of openly accusing Libo of the 
crimes which Catus has suggested he committed, Tiberius treats Libo with a measure of favor. 
Tacitus is not initially clear whether Tiberius’ reaction was part of a deliberate consideration of 
the charges or a further plot to draw Libo out. According to Tacitus, “Caesar, while not spurning 
the evidence, declined a meeting” (Caesar indicium haud aspernatus congressus abnuit, 2.28.2). 
Haud aspernatus is a wonderfully ambiguous description of Tiberius’ reaction in that it could 
indicate either a plain fact or that Tiberius was excessively interested in the case despite 
declining to address it directly.572 On the one hand, Tiberius might have considered the matter 
beneath his attention and refused to accuse Libo on the basis of such thin accusations, or on the 
other hand he could have taken the accusation seriously and devised a complex plot to counter 
 
571 When he is formally accused before the Senate, Libo will be prosecuted by four people: 
Fulcinius Trio, Firmius Catus, Fonteius Agrippa, and Caius Vibius (2.30.1). 
 
572 It may also be significant that the unusual verb asperare appears to be associated with 




Libo’s supposed machinations.573 Whatever his intentions, Tiberius’ reaction is not easy to 
explain. Tiberius makes Libo a praetor, which seems neither here nor there—if Libo was plotting 
treason, advancement to a praetorship seems unlikely to have changed that, and if he was not, 
Tiberius had no reason to pay special attention to him.574 Tacitus implies that Tiberius wanted to 
encourage Libo to be confident of imperial favor and therefore careless in practicing treason but 
he does not clarify why that was a desirable outcome. It is further baffling that after deciding not 
to personally question Libo about the accusations, Tiberius instead “invited him to parties, and 
was neither estranged from him in looks nor more volatile in language (he had so buried his 
anger)” (convictibus adhibet, non vultu alienus, non verbis commotior (adeo iram condiderat), 
2.28.2). Here Tacitus is clearer about Tiberius’ anger at Libo, but still portrays him as taking 
opposite measures from what he might have been expected to do, in that he socializes pleasantly 
with Libo instead of having him prosecuted or being openly aggressive toward him.575 Much of 
 
573 Either version could be compatible with the events of the episode. As often in Tacitus, 
Tiberius’ motivations are difficult to determine and possibly concealed on purpose by either 
Tiberius or Tacitus. Walker notes that Tacitus provides little evidence that Tiberius personally 
took any action in this case, and that if we are led to conclude Tiberius was up to something, it is 
only because of his characterization elsewhere in Tacitus (1952, 94; 98-99). Baar suggests that 
Tacitus takes advantage of the maiestas trials to portray Tiberius as cruel and out of step with the 
aristocracy (1990, 90), both of which would be consistent here. 
 
574 Levick asserts that Libo was already assigned a praetorship by Augustus (2013, 48-9), but 
Tacitus does not record this detail. 
 
575 Goodyear interprets Tiberius’ hesitation as entirely normal: “If Libo wanted to hang himself, 
was Tiberius to refuse him enough rope?” (1981, 2.28.2). Goodyear’s point is valid in that Libo 
might have incriminated himself more thoroughly had he been allowed more time to do so, but I 
do not see why Tiberius would have waited for further evidence if he were already convinced of 
Libo’s treason, and in either case Tiberius’ reaction indicates a pronounced lack of urgency in an 
ostensibly serious matter. 
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this behavior could be chalked up to Tiberian scheming, if Tacitus had indicated that Tiberius 
was the one pushing for Libo to be put on trial.576 
Tiberius’ reaction to an apparently credible accusation of treason, then, was to favor the 
accused and ignore the problem.577 Indeed, whether or not Tiberius believed that Libo was 
plotting against him, he did not treat him as an imminent threat, which is suggested as early as 
scire malebat, where Tiberius appears to want to know about a possible conspiracy more than he 
cares to take steps against it (Gärtner 2010, 415). This is an incomprehensible reaction if we 
assume that Tiberius saw Libo as an immediate problem, especially if we understand this episode 
as a forewarning of the paranoia characteristic of Tacitus’ Tiberius.578 Instead, I argue, this 
passage suggests that Tiberius treated the possibility of Libo’s treason as a significant but 
relatively minor problem insofar as his response to it was to wait for it to get worse before he 
reacted.579 
Although Tiberius’ deception seems to imply that he had some plan, the episode 
progresses as one of Libo’s fortunetellers, “a certain Junius,” reports that Libo asked him to 
consult the spirits of the dead. Junius denounces Libo to Fulcinius Trio, an infamous accuser 
 
576 Regardless of Tacitus’ reputation for being critical of Tiberius, other sources also suggest that 
Tiberius encouoraged the trial, whether for justifiable reasons or not (Gärtner 2010, 416). 
 
577 The accusation seems credible to Tiberius, but not to Tacitus nor to his readers. 
 
578 The delay between accusation and formal trial is explained in Suetonius’ version of this 
material, in which Tiberius waits to address Libo’s plot because it is too early in his reign for his 
power to be secure (Tiberius 25.3). I follow the line of implication that Tacitus sets up, but 
acknowledge that other reasonable interpretations are available. 
 
579 This does not mean that the accusation (or the alleged crime) was not serious, but that Tacitus 
emphasizes Tiberius’ delay, implying that he did not take it seriously. It suggests that Libo was 
not truly guilty (Gärtner 2010, 415). Tacitus’ Tiberius later takes Libo’s trial seriously, which is 
a disconcerting difference from his initial reaction in this passage. 
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(2.28.2-3). This is presumably the outcome Tiberius desired (he does not impede it), but Tacitus 
makes no connection between Tiberius and the accuser. “A certain Junius” is a vague 
introduction for even a very minor figure,580 and Fulcinius Trio, although connected to Tiberius, 
is not said to act on Tiberius’ orders.581 None of the above rules out the possibility that the 
emperor could have conspired with a well-known delator and “some Junius” to bring a case 
against Libo, but Tacitus does not introduce that possibility.582 In addition, Tacitus does not say 
what Libo allegedly asked the spirits of the dead.583 
Even though Tiberius appears not to have immediately reacted against Libo, the timing 
makes little practical difference to the outcome of the trial. The informers appear to already have 
their business down to a science.584 The delatores are so intent on their business that Firmius 
Catus, the original plotter, has to argue against several others, including Trio, for the right to 
 
580 Other minor imperial agents are often introduced with a quick note on their usefulness. 
Locusta, discussed at 13.15, is a convicted poisoner; Otho’s counselor Ptolemaus is an astrologer 
who accompanied Otho to Spain (Histories 1.22.2), and his freedman Onomastus is at least 
contextualized as his freedman (Histories 1.27.1). Even characters who are not tools of the 
emperor are often described by a word or two: Eucaerus is an Alexandrian flute player (14.60.2); 
the false Postumus Agrippa is a slave called Clemens (2.39). Junius is odd for having no 
characteristics ascribed to him. Tacitus does not even confirm that calling up ghosts was his 
profession. 
 
581 Presumably Trio would not have prosecuted anyone that he believed Tiberius favored in 
reality, but he probably would not have required an imperial to bring a case against somebody. 
 
582 According to Tacitus, Trio brings his accusations directly before the Senate without 
consulting Tiberius. Because Tacitus is generally so negative about Tiberius, it is likely that he 
would have mentioned a conspiracy between Tiberius and Trio if he thought there had been one. 
 
583 Presumably, Libo consulted the ghosts about the future (Pettinger 2012, 26), but only specific 
questions about the future would have been considered treasonous. 
 
584 Their proficiency is somewhat incongruous in the narrative, given that Tacitus presents this as 
the first treason trial conducted under Tiberius’ principate. Although Tiberius was not the first 
power in Rome to have people tried for treason, Tacitus magnifies the significance of the treason 
trials in the Tiberian books and of Libo’s trial as a precedent for later ones (Walker 1952, 82-3). 
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prosecute Libo (2.30.1). Although the humor here is subtle, there are amusing features. Catus’ 
carefully collected yet spurious evidence is suddenly in danger of being usurped by another 
accuser, who appears not to have been involved before he heard of Libo’s activities in a windfall 
of incriminating information. With each paragraph, Tacitus increases the number of people who 
were poised to take advantage of these circumstances. The effect is at once ominous, as if the 
prosecutors were vultures circling above a dying animal, and a bit ridiculous, because Libo has 
attracted attention despite being largely insignificant. The entire system appears poorly organized 
(because it is susceptible to manipulation by the worst people) and prone to focus on those who 
are already vulnerable rather than on serious threats. 
Libo, meanwhile, panics. According to Tacitus, he displayed a series of behaviors that in 
the ancient world were meant to arouse pity, but the way Tacitus describes him makes Libo more 
than a little ridiculous in his dramatic misery: “Libo meanwhile, having changed his clothing, 
made a round of the houses with distinguished ladies, besought his in-laws and demanded a 
voice to protect him against danger—only to be met with universal refusal and, despite the 
different pretexts, identical alarm”585 (Libo interim veste mutata cum primoribus feminis 
circumire domos, orare adfines, vocem adversum pericula poscere, abnuentibus cunctis, cum 
diversa praetenderent, eadem formidine, 2.29.1). Without shutting down the potential for pathos 
in this scene, Tacitus accumulates a series of details about Libo’s conduct that conflict with the 
informers’ characterization of him as a dangerous traitor. Instead, Tacitus’ Libo is notably 
pathetic. Appealing to relatives for pity is a tried-and-true tactic, but also the resort of someone 
 
585 I have changed Woodman’s “leading ladies” to “distinguished ladies” because “leading lady” 
has a theatrical connotation that I do not see in Tacitus’ Latin. 
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without his own resources. That his relatives fear to support him in court casts doubt on the 
insinuation that they would have supported a coup on his behalf.586 
Whether we feel contempt for Libo’s weakness or pity for his desperation, the gap 
between Libo-as-traitor and Libo-as-foolish young man is emphasized in this passage. His 
behavior here is almost a summary of the tropes ancient people associated with mourning or 
evoking pity in a legal case (Woodman 2004, 53 fn. 32). Instead, he inspires fear in his relatives, 
presumably because they fear to be associated with someone about to be convicted of treason. 
Characters within the narrative react to the danger that Libo presents, but Tacitus reemphasizes 
Libo’s ineffectiveness. Contrasted with the treason script that his accusers attempt to assign to 
him, the script that Tacitus uses creates humor because it shows how different Libo was from 
what he was purported to be. Even if Libo had been more dangerous than Tacitus suggests, 
Tacitus’ Libo might never have been able to threaten Tiberius simply because he would have 
been incapable of drumming up support. Tacitus leaves his readers some leeway for personal 
judgement in his portrayal of Libo: we can read him as a pitiable figure, or as a reckless fool who 
made an easy victim for an unjust regime, or even a technically guilty but fundamentally 
incompetent person. Whichever way Tacitus’ Libo is interpreted, however, there is a gulf 
between how he appears to readers and how he is treated by Tiberius’ cronies. 
Tacitus’ narration emphasizes Libo’s helplessness. That he asks multiple relatives for 
their help is one obvious sign. Libo appears either physically weak or over-emotional at an initial 
hearing before the Senate, during which Tacitus says he either was sick or feigned sickness 
(2.29.2). Libo’s sickness or feigned sickness is significant because it introduces another element 
 
586 The verb circumire also has a connotation related to political canvassing (OLD circumeo def. 
6c). The suggestion that Libo could not convince his own relatives to support him politically 
does not speak in favor of him having led a conspiracy against Tiberius. 
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of potential deception.587 As I have discussed in previous chapters, Tacitus often makes use of 
humor when describing deception. Although Nero’s deceptions are more relevant to my 
discussion of humor, Tiberius has long been a focus for studies of imperial deception and 
concealment in Tacitus.588 Tacitus has already suggested that Tiberius concealed his reaction to 
the initial evidence against Libo. He does not give a reason why Tiberius would have needed to 
conceal his opinions on the matter, which makes his use of deception all the more difficult to 
understand. When the charges against Libo are presented in the Senate, Tacitus suggests that 
Libo’s overwhelmed reactions to them were exaggerated or fabricated. Tacitus introduces the 
possibility that Libo’s sickness could have been a sham (2.29.2). He does not strongly support 
that possibility, but focuses on the pathetic drama of Libo’s having to be carried to the Senate. 
(Libo’s helplessness is exaggerated by his pleading with Tiberius for mercy). Libo’s behavior is 
not humorous in itself for Tacitus’ readers, but there is a major contrast between Libo and 
Tiberius: while Libo begs for his life, Tiberius betrays no facial expression and “recited the 
documents and authorities, controlling himself in this way so that he would seem neither to 
 
587 The possibility that Libo was being dishonest may decrease any pity that Tacitus might have 
encouraged earlier (Shotter 1972, 90). On the other hand, Goodyear sees the dishonesty as 
perhaps grounds for pity in itself (1981, ad loc). 
 
588 Especially relevant is a chapter of O’Gorman’s Irony and Misreading in the Annals of Tacitus 
in which she understands Tiberius as the object of constant reading and misreading by other 
characters. One reason Tiberius is so difficult to understand is that momentary revelations of his 
true opinions are so shocking that they are actually more destabilizing than complete ignorance 
of his wishes (2000, 78-105). On the other hand, Woodman cautions against reading too much of 
Tiberius’ later characterization into earlier episodes and against assuming that Tiberius is always 
lying (1998, 42-3, 63). Although Woodman brings up an important caveat, the Libo Drusus 
episode explicitly looks ahead to future trials and therefore I consider it in light of future 




soften nor to sharpen the charges”589 (libellos et auctores recitat […] ita moderans, ne lenire 
neve asperare crimina videtur, 2.292). Where Libo is either so emotional that he has made 
himself sick or so dramatic that he is pretending to be, Tiberius is outwardly unmoved. 
One script opposition in this passage is that of Libo’s distress and Tiberius’ calm.590 
These, however, do not overlap, although the contrast emphasizes Tiberius’ power and Libo’s 
helplessness, the latter of which supports the humorous contrast between Libo’s competence and 
what he is suspected of having done. I argue that Tacitus also uses this moment to reflect further 
on the ironies of Tiberius’ character. Above, Tacitus described Tiberius as outwardly calm but 
secretly fuming (2.28.2). Here, Tiberius is presumably still furious at Libo, because Libo is now 
on trial for the crime for which he was then merely suspected. Despite his (poorly justified) 
grudge against Libo, Tiberius acts as though he is indifferent, neither changing his expression 
nor appearing to influence the trial. This example of Tiberian hypocrisy is significant for its 
position in this programmatic episode. First, it is especially obvious because Tacitus has already 
given a relatively clear assessment of Tiberius’ feelings about the trial. There is therefore no 
question of whether Tiberius was truly indifferent: his apparent indifference is a façade. 
Tiberius’ fabricated reaction is also revealing in that it promotes a persona of self-control and 
fairness. Tiberius aims to appear neither to “soften” nor “sharpen” the charges against Libo as if 
he had no interest in them. In fact, he did, but it is significant that he also does not imply that he 
 
589 I have altered Woodman’s translation to indicate that Tacitus implies a bit more conscious 
intention on Tiberius’ part because the construction is a purpose clause. I am also aware of 
Goodyear’s comment that moderans should be translated as “directing himself” or “following a 
(middle) course” and that a translation like “controlling” is too strong (1981, ad loc), but I think 
the stronger translation is in fact warranted. 
 
590 Shotter calls it a “strong contrast” (1972, 90-91). 
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favored Libo, as he did earlier in the episode.591 Tiberius counterfeits not merely a lack of bias 
but an appearance of balanced justice. The Senate, the primary audience for his dissembling, 
seems to realize that the emperor is against Libo (as evidenced later by their hyperbolic 
condemnations of him after his death), but pretends that their proceedings represent impartial 
justice.592 Tacitus will condemn the Senate for their tendency to flatter the emperor, but they are 
not the focus at this point in the narrative. Tiberius is not personally responsible for the verdict 
(the Senate is), but Tacitus suggests that Tiberius positioned himself as a font of justice, despite 
his bias and technical lack of legal authority in Libo’s trial.593 Because Tacitus has set this trial 
up as a paradigmatic maiestas trial, this representation of Tiberius also influences later narratives 
 
591 In Tacitus’ and other historical accounts, Tiberius is often reported to have said things that he 
did not mean. (Cassius Dio insists on this idea at the start of Book 57.) What Tacitus describes 
here does not fit that paradigm (because Tiberius does not clearly express any opinion), but it 
does fit a portrayal of Tiberius in which the emperor shrouded his opinions in secrecy despite his 
desire to influence political affairs. 
 
592 Bhatt has argued that Tacitus frames Tiberius’ method of enforcing his own tyranny as a 
system in which the laws are designed to encourage corruption and the corrupt behavior of the 
senatorial elite therefore helps reinforce Tiberius’ power (2017, 311). The Senate’s flaws and 
Tiberius’ faults are, therefore, difficult to distinguish entirely, and conversely both parties have a 
way to deny responsibility. Bhatt further argues that legal justice and despotic power reinforce 
each other here and at other times in Tiberius’ principate, so that perhaps there is no real 
difference between justice and state violence. 
 
593 The Senate as a whole was responsible for the verdict, but Tacitus suggests that the Senate did 
not play an important part in levelling the accusation. Individual senators, including Catus, acted 
as informers and prosecutors, but the Senate as a body does not come into the narrative until they 
are legally required to, and even then, Tacitus suggests that they rarely exercised agency 
independent of Tiberius’ wishes, even though those wishes were often deliberately obfuscated. 
Tacitus disapproves of the Senate’s obsequious behavior toward Tiberius but emphasizes it only 
later, when the Senate attempts to reinforce the verdict against Libo by decreeing excessive 
celebrations (2.31.1-2). Tacitus therefore does not directly assign responsibility to the Senate, 




of trials.594 The façade of justice is revealed as a façade here and later. The humorous contrast 
between Tiberius’ known bias and his stony-faced dissembling drives home the point and 
suggests a sinister framework for interpreting Tiberius’ behavior.  
Libo’s trial proceeds with several elements that Tacitus presents as worthy of ridicule. 
The multi-prosecutor pile-up was introduced in chapter 28, in which the formal charges against 
Libo were brought by a prosecutor who did not participate in the original set up. Catus had 
successfully pursued his claim to the prosecution by the time of the trial in the Senate, as had 
Fonteius Agrippa and Caius Vibius, whose connection to the case Tacitus does not describe.595 
Their conflict is rational because the one chosen to speak the oration would accrue the most 
political gain from having prosecuted the case, yet it is darkly humorous from the perspective in 
which Tacitus treats it. There are so many prosecutors that they argue about who has the right to 
 
594 Baar (1990, 96) lists details of this trial that are repeated in later trials, including Tacitus 
putting little focus on the guilt or innocence of the accused. 
 
595 Tacitus follows up on the careers of the last two prosecutors. Fonteius Agrippa must have 
stayed in Tiberius’ favor at least a little longer, because Tiberius provided his daughter with a 
dowry when she was passed over to become a Vestal Virgin (2.86.1-2). Caius Vibius Serenus, in 
contrast, was exiled for inflicting corporeal punishment on a Roman citizen without due process 
(4.13.2; Furneaux 1904, ad loc). Later, he was recalled so that he could be prosecuted by his own 
son on charges that included a conspiracy to murder the emperor and incite a revolution (4.28.1-
3). According to Tacitus, Vibius Serenus defended himself by challenging his son to produce co-
conspirators, and when his son named two of Tiberius’ close friends, this made Tiberius 
uncomfortable (Tacitus calls the feeling pudor), and the son attempted to abandon the trial after 
being unable to continue it by the evidence of slaves (4.29.1). Tacitus says that the trial was 
continued after the son was “dragged back from Ravenna” (retractus Ravenna), apparently 
because Tiberius openly hated Serenus, in part for a letter he had sent him to complain that he 
had not been rewarded for Libo’s trial (4.29.3). The end of the episode is anticlimactic (he was 
simply condemned to return to his previous exile, 4.30.1), yet it constitutes an interesting 
callback to Libo’s trial in that it involves many similar elements, including the testimony of 
slaves, the possible fabrication of a treasonous conspiracy, and Tiberius as the guiding will 
behind a senatorial trial. Although it is not directly relevant to my argument, Tacitus’ later 
comments on Vibius Serenus illustrate the afterlife of the earlier trial and cultivate a sense that 




read the charges, yet Libo, who has been shown to be too powerless to find allies and too sick to 
walk on his own, has no legal backup (sine patrono, 2.30.1). Again, there is humor in the 
imbalance between the charges brought by the prosecutors and who Libo actually is: while they 
compete with each other as though for the honor of bringing hard-fought treason charges against 
Libo, he is in fact a soft target, and maybe innocent to boot. Tacitus reiterates the opposition 
between Libo as he is and Libo as he stands accused. 
Tacitus emphasizes Libo’s innocence in his description of the evidence that was 
presented against him. This, too, often seems laughable. Tacitus says that Vibius, who claimed 
the privilege of reading the charges, “produced documents of such derangement as to indicate 
that Libo had consulted whether he would have the wealth to cover over the Appian Way right to 
Brundisium with money. The other contents too were of this type—empty, stupid, and, if you 
interpreted more leniently, pitiable” (protulit libellos vaecordes adeo, ut consultaverit Libo, an 
habiturus foret opes quis viam Appiam Brundisium usque pecunia operiret. Inerant et alia 
huiusce modi stolida vana, si mollius acciperes, miseranda, 2.30.1-2). Although Tacitus evinces 
no explicit opinion on it, the first accusation is patently bizarre.596 Even if someone did ask such 
a question of a fortune teller, it barely seems like the inquiry of a competent adult. The 
prosecutors’ implication seems to have been that an inquiry about such great wealth was a veiled 
way to ask about an imperial destiny, but the phrasing of the question suggests that the asker’s 
ambitions were neither realistic nor coherent. Enough money to cover a long road is not the same 
as the emperor’s wealth, and a person who wonders if he will have enough money to cover a 
road with it is perhaps not carefully considering how to become emperor. An ambitious person 
 
596 “This accusation arguably supports, rather than refutes, Libo’s innocence, due to its 
absurdity” (Márványos 2015, 165). Seager also describes this evidence as “utterly absurd” (2005, 
75) and Goodyear as “particularly absurd” (1981, ad loc). 
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could have asked a devious question calculated to minimize suspicion, but by reporting the 
charge in these terms Tacitus again makes it humorous that Libo was seriously suspected of 
treason for such an inane question.597 
Tacitus’ summary of the rest of the evidence makes it sound so improbable that his 
narrative sometimes becomes less humorous because he spells out every potential absurd 
meaning of the charges, leaving little space for humorous implications.598 Some of the evidence 
is in “deranged” documents (vaecordes). This is a strong word for these materials. The evidence 
is not simply false but so false that it does not seem compatible with reality.599 Similarly alia 
[…] stolida vana is more than a statement that the accusations were false. Vana alone could 
mean that and be sufficient to explain Tacitus’ point that the evidence was fabricated, but stolida 
is another unusually strong term.600 The evidence against Libo, in Tacitus’ view, is therefore not 
 
597 Presumably, the charges that Tacitus elides are related to predicting the future of the emperor 
or the empire (Maiuri 2012, 91), but he never reports a cogent treasonous inquiry from Libo. 
 
598 As I discuss in the theory chapter, humor arises from situations in which absurdities are 
implied rather than explained. This is an essential part of Arthur Koestler’s ideas about humor 
repeating the thought process of the author in the reader’s mind (1964, 94), and is implied by the 
logical mechanism of the semantic script theory (Attardo 1994, 225-226). 
 
599 Vaecordes here could be a transferred epithet that indicates Libo’s derangement (Lexicon 
Taciteum), which is certainly how the prosecutors want the book to be perceived, but I argue that 
the adjective also applies to the improbability of the purported evidence itself (Bhatt 2017, 316). 
600 The Lexicon Taciteum categorizes vana here as belonging to a special sense that specifically 
means “stupidly ambitious” (stulte ambitiosus). Although this is likely the impression that Libo’s 
accusers wish to cultivate, I do not think we can eliminate the other possibility, that vana here 
uses a connotation that means “groundless” (OLD vanus definition 3, which includes an example 
of that meaning from An. 4.59, where it is used of rumors). My interpretation is backed up by 
Tacitus’ parallel use of the word stolida, which does not appear to have a “stupidly ambitious” 
connotation either in Tacitus’ infrequent use of the word or in Latin generally. Similarly, 
Koestermann suggests that stolida vana refers to Libo’s deficient judgement, citing a parallel use 
of stolidus to describe Libo in Seneca’s epist. 70.10 (1963, ad loc), while Goodyear takes this 
phrase as emphasizing Libo’s “stupidity” (1981, ad loc). I agree that stolidus is consistent with 
Tacitus’ characterization of Libo, and that stupidity could cause a person to commit treason 
incompetently, but not that either adjective necessarily confirms the case against him. The phrase 
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only false, but obviously so, because it strains credulity. Tacitus’ tone in this sentence is in part 
polemical rather than humorous, insofar as he presents the evidence as a sham that does not 
overlap with any serious script, and therefore inspires more outrage than humor. Tacitus ends the 
sentence, however, by adding that Libo’s alleged actions were “pitiable” (miseranda), if 
considered more tolerantly. Miseranda, the last word in the sentence, is not an obvious 
punchline, yet it is a final, surprising reminder of the interpretation of Libo that Tacitus has 
constructed in opposition to the one conjured by the prosecutors. Again, Tacitus draws a contrast 
between Libo the traitor (as advanced in the prosecutors’ unbelievable case) and Libo the 
helpless young man, who has failed to solicit assistance even from his relatives, and whose 
foolishness is apparent but not equivalent to treason.601 The accusations against Libo range from 
the totally implausible to the pitiable rather than incriminating. Tacitus provides more than 
enough reasons that Libo’s predicament should provoke outrage, but also gives it enough space 
to provoke humor. Tacitus’ indignant tone hammers home that the whole affair was an injustice 
and precedent for further injustices, but that does not eliminate the humor, which clarifies that 
not only was the trial unjust, but it was massively and obviously so.602 Libo’s trial is not merely 
 
is vague enough to provoke multiple interpretations. Gärtner, for example, understands stoliditas 
as both a quality that could encourage treason (through a lack of good judgment) and also inspire 
pity, as miseranda suggests (2010, 416). 
 
601 Suetonius’ narrative does incriminate Libo, but that only makes Tacitus’ refusal to do so stand 
out more. Suetonius locates Libo’s trial among political upheavals (although he does not describe 
the trial) and introduces Libo by saying he was fomenting revolution (Tiberius 25). 
 
602 Although I argue that Tacitus implies that Libo was either innocent or at least too incompetent 
to be a genuine threat, it should be noted that sources which are open to the idea that Libo was 
guilty may be equally adamant that an injustice was committed. For example, Gärtner has argued 
that Seneca’s letter 70, in which he discusses Libo as an example of a decision to kill oneself 
rather than face capital punishment, implies that the outcome of the trial was decided before 
proceedings began (2010, 413). 
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an act of tyranny but the result of a consensus among Rome’s elite that they should accept 
Tiberius’ rule by treating innocuous evidence and foolish behavior as reasons to condemn Libo 
for treason. The humorous contrast that Tacitus has built between Libo-as-traitor and Libo-as-
hapless-young-man underscores the injustice committed against him. Without the humorous 
contrast, however, it might not be clear that Libo was harmless, nor that the Senate’s 
condemnation of him was both wrong and based on evidence that should have made it obviously 
wrong. 
Tacitus further emphasizes the wrongness of these proceedings in his description of the 
evidence that sealed Libo’s conviction. Mysterious marks in Libo’s handwriting were found on a 
single document (2.30.2). Tacitus does not seem convinced that these signs were sinister 
(Furneaux 1907, ad loc), but nor does he dismiss them as totally as he does earlier evidence, and 
the Senate seems to take them as conclusive. Because Libo denied that he had written the marks, 
it was decided that his slaves should confirm under torture that the writing was his (2.30.3). 
Tacitus says this presented a legal problem “because by an old Senate’s decision any 
investigation bearing on the life of a master was prohibited” (quia vetere senatus consulto 
quaestio in caput domini prohibebatur, 2.30.3). Tacitus’ formulation suggests respect for this 
law insofar as it was an old pronouncement of the Senate.603 Tiberius, however, finds an 
ingenious and unprincipled way to circumvent the rule: the slaves are sold to an official so that 
they are no longer Libo’s legal property (2.30.3). This is an underhanded plan, an idea which 
 
603 The legal situation was more complicated than Tacitus implies. Although the provision was 
indeed venerable enough that Cicero referred to it as the mos maiorum (Pro Rege Deiotaro 1.3), 
it also seems to have been waived in cases of maiestas (Furneaux 1907, ad loc; Goodyear 1981, 
ad loc). Koestermann cites Cassius Dio 55.5.4 for the same law being previously circumvented 
by Augustus, although he notes that there is no evidence on whether his interpretation was 
accepted precedent (1963, ad loc). 
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Tacitus reinforces by calling Tiberius callidus et novi iuris repertor (2.30.2), stressing Tiberius’ 
calculation and willingness to make changes to legal custom, a tendency that is more sinister 
because of the ominous sense of the Latin novus.604 
Even without these foreboding details, the fact that Tiberius thinks up this solution to the 
prosecutors’ problem is disturbing because he explicitly favors them where before he had been 
concerned to maintain a façade of impartiality. Here, Tiberius proposes an unusual solution after 
having suggested that he would not support either side.605 Libo seems to realize that Tiberius, not 
the Senate, has decided his guilt, but that does not help him: he made “final pleas” to Tiberius, 
who told him that the Senate was in charge (2.30.4-2.31.1). Again, this is not the actual state of 
things, as Tacitus has shown that Tiberius and the prosecutors were crucial in setting the 
expectation that the Senate find Libo guilty. By reminding his readers of this dynamic, Tacitus 
illustrates that Tiberius and the Senate were both complicit in perverting the course of justice in 
Libo’s trial.606 The admonition that Libo should direct his pleas to the Senate is delayed, which 
also contributes to humor: Libo, understanding that he is being condemned by Tiberius, directs 
 
604 Callidus also has a negative connotation in Tacitus. The Lexicon Taciteum records only one 
use of the word to indicate intelligence with a positive connotation and more than twelve 
(including this passage) in which Tacitus uses callidus with a negative sense. Baar asserts that 
Tacitus calls Tiberius callidus when he wants to portray him in a bad light, and cites this passage 
(1990, 53). Gärtner supports a sinister interpretation (2010, 414). 
 
605 The humor in this passage is downbeat in that it presents Tiberius’ bias as a serious problem 
and not as frivolous like the accusations against Libo. Nevertheless, this is humor because it 
combines opposed scripts in the same character (Tiberius as the merciful emperor and the 
tyrant). In addition, Tacitus highlights the incongruity without explicitly explaining how the two 
roles could have existed in the same character. 
 
606 Tiberius’ deferral to the Senate is another reminder that they were technically in control of 
these proceedings: the first was the fact that the prosecutor Trio denounced Libo to the Senate 
without apparently consulting Tiberius (2.28.2-3). Putting all the responsibility for Libo’s trial on 
the Senate was technically correct legal procedure (Gärtner 2010, 414), but Tacitus does not 
encourage readers to extend the benefit of the doubt to Tiberius. 
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his pleas to the emperor, but because Libo has not understood that Tiberius does not want to 
seem to condemn him, he finds himself rebuffed and thrown on the mercy of the Senate, which is 
nominally in charge. Libo presumably believed that he was in favor with Tiberius, given the 
emperor’s previous behavior toward him, and the contrast between Tiberius then and Tiberius 
here would presumably have shocked him, because Libo still understands himself as innocuous 
rather than as the traitor he is accused of being. 
As in Tacitus’ depiction of Nero’s often contradictory commands (discussed in chapter 
3), Tiberius’ behavior is often difficult to interpret. In fact, attempting to discern Tiberius’ real 
feelings is especially hazardous because Tiberius is often successfully deceptive and because his 
real desires and opinions appear less fixed than Nero’s.607 Tacitus does not, however, emphasize 
Tiberius’ control over these proceedings. Although it is clear he was against Libo and that he 
influenced the Senate’s decision, Tiberius refrained from publicly supporting the charges against 
Libo. Tacitus suggests elsewhere that Tiberius instead relied on agents to intuit and carry out his 
wishes. In this passage, Libo knows Tiberius is ultimately responsible for his fate, but apparently 
does not realize that Tiberius prefers a fiction in which the Senate is responsible for Libo’s trial 
while he remains impartial. Ironically, Libo does appear to understand that Tiberius is against 
him, but this knowledge does not help him mitigate the consequences. By adding this concluding 
detail, Tacitus supports an interpretation of Libo as useless rather than dangerous. By 
highlighting both Libo’s foolishness and Tiberius’ hypocrisy, Tacitus brings out humorous 
contrasts on both sides of the trial and portrays the Senate in a worse light for its indifference. 
 
607 This is not to say that Tacitus portrays Nero’s desires as easily recognized and fulfilled. 
Instead, the distinction is that Tacitus’ Nero has limited success concealing what he wants and 
that many of his desires remain consistent. Tacitus’ Tiberius, in contrast, easily conceals his true 




By this point, everyone, especially Libo, seems to have concluded that Libo would be 
convicted and condemned. Tacitus focuses less on the “accused of maiestas” script because it is 
less relevant once the prosecutors have made their spurious case. Libo remains probably innocent 
and anyway hapless, but instead of using “dangerous traitor” as an opposed script, Tacitus 
contrasts the script Libo follows with that of dignified political suicide. Tacitus composed 
several narratives of celebrated suicides. Perhaps the most famous is Seneca’s in Annals 15, but 
other examples include that of Otho in Histories 2 (and discussed above in chapter 2) and that of 
Gnaeus Calpurnius Piso, which takes place later in Annals 2 and centers some of the same 
themes. Although no example is a universal paradigm, these other suicides have qualities in 
common that are notably lacking in Libo’s. First, Seneca, Otho, and Piso all retain a certain calm 
and deliberation as they approach their deaths, whereas Libo panics. Second, the others described 
by Tacitus are sometimes attended by freedmen and family members rather than slaves, but none 
of them call on their attendants to help kill them.608 Libo’s suicide reads like an inversion of the 
admittedly various script for political suicide. Tacitus remarks on the presence of two groups of 
people: the soldiers who surrounded Libo’s house and were making noise in the foyer and the 
slaves to whom Libo appealed for an executioner (2.31.2).609 Tacitus says that the soldiers were 
both audible and visible, which makes them an unusually immediate threatening presence. 
 
608 Based on accounts in other sources, Nero’s death would have been a major exception to this 
rule. Because Tacitus’ account of Nero’s reign breaks off before his death, however, it is 
impossible to draw a useful parallel. 
 
609 The presence of the soldiers is also unusual because it implies that Tiberius wanted to keep 
Libo in Rome rather than allowing him to go into exile, which might have been allowed for a 
man of his status (Pettinger 2012, 35-6). Melounová (2014) deals with exile as a punishment for 
maiestas at greater length and, although she does not advance a certain conclusion, suggests that 
exile was a typical punishment for aristocrats found guilty of maiestas. 
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Libo’s slaves are necessary witnesses to his suicide because Libo had been wallowing in 
a final banquet, which someone of course must have prepared and served.610 Libo’s appeal to his 
slaves, however, reveals that their presence is inappropriate, because he wants them to kill him 
so that he can avoid killing himself (2.31.1).611 This is obviously not a typical step in a political 
suicide. It impugns Libo’s bravery (because he cannot bring himself to do the deed) and it 
reflects the complicated dynamic that Tacitus has been constructing in the relationship between 
Libo and his slaves. The former makes Libo look even more pathetic and therefore even less 
likely to have been competently plotting treason against Tiberius.612 The latter is relevant to the 
trial, at which the evidence of Libo’s slaves was a deciding factor and a vexed legal question. 
The slaves attending Libo’s suicide are almost certainly not the same individuals as the ones who 
were sold to be tortured, but the tension is still present. Libo’s other slaves are being used as part 
of the case against him while Libo tries to use some of the remaining slaves as a means of 
 
610 That Libo kills himself at one final revel is something of a departure from most of the 
political suicides described by Tacitus. It is not, however, incompatible with the serious spirit in 
which most of these suicides are described. Seneca, for example, is also portrayed by Tacitus as 
killing himself after a final dinner, but in his case the circumstances are presented as an accident 
based on when the news of Nero’s disfavor happened to be delivered to him (15.60.4) and the 
presence of a significant number of witnesses frames Seneca’s death as exemplary rather than 
poorly managed (15.62.1-63.2). In another point of comparison, Tacitus’ Petronius threw a final 
party in order to stage an elaborate, sarcastic suicide. Tacitus portrays him as calm and defiant 
about his death (16.19.1-3), and therefore still respectable (Griffin 1986b, 199). Griffin names 
witnesses and calm on the part of the victim as two major exemplary qualities of idealized 
Roman suicide (1986a, 66). Pearce sees suicide at convivia as “honorable and redeeming” in 
several cases, especially because it is often a mark of defiance against a tyrannical emperor 
(2010, 65). The setting of Libo’s suicide is therefore not incompatible with the essential elements 
of the political suicide script, but other elements are out of place in the more dignified examples, 
especially because defiance of tyranny does not appear to motivate him. 
 
611 Koestermann notes that the construction of the phrases in which Libo asks his slaves to kill 
him is notably vivid and dramatic for its asyndeton and alliteration (1963, ad loc). Tacitus has 
placed much emphasis on this detail. 
 
612 Shotter takes this passage as evidence of “Libo’s obviously impressionable mind” (1972, 96). 
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execution. Although the slaves remain powerless, at the beck and call of one of the several elite 
political actors in this episode, they have become a means to harm Libo. Libo’s slaves as a 
general category are therefore, ironically, either being commanded by Libo to kill him or 
unwillingly furthering the treason case against him. To whichever side of the trial Tacitus directs 
our focus, Libo’s slaves are expected to play a crucial position in his death, whether at his 
impetus or another’s. The irony is compounded by the fact that, as slaves, they cannot simply kill 
Libo without becoming subject to execution themselves. Libo appears to disregard this 
consideration, but it must be on their minds. Their inappropriateness as witnesses to his suicide is 
emphasized by his attempt to treat them as though their status does not change their role at all. 
The manner in which Libo attempts to get his slaves to kill him is significantly humorous 
for its sheer drama. Libo entreats, grabs hands, and attempts to simply give the sword to one of 
his slaves (2.31.1). This is about as practical a plan as measuring one’s wealth in comparison to 
the surface area of the Appian Way, especially because the unnamed slaves are understandably 
leery of committing a capital crime. Libo’s plan for his suicide conflicts with the script for one 
not only because he does not live up to the ideals of physical bravery that the others promote, but 
also because he underestimates the gravity of the situation. Libo’s slaves are unsettled by his 
behavior and beat a sloppy retreat: “And, as they, while they feared, while they fled, overturned 
the light placed on the nearby table, in darkness now fatal to himself he directed two blows into 
his vital organs”613 (atque illis, dum trepidant, dum refugiunt, evertentibus adpositum in mensa 
lumen, feralibus iam sibi tenebris duos ictus in viscera derexit, 2.31.2). This further illustrates 
the difference between Libo’s death and the ideal political suicide. Instead of dying either alone 
 
613 I have altered Woodman’s translation of dum trepidant, dum refugiunt so that the English is 
more awkward and has finite verbs in it. The Latin is sufficiently awkward at this point that I 
believe this change is merited to reflect the hesitance of the slaves’ retreat. 
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or among a group of admiring witnesses, Libo dies in the presence of a group of skittish slaves 
who flee because they have no other way to react to his pleas. 
The trivial detail that the slaves knock over a lamp in their confusion becomes a trigger 
for Libo’s death. He dies almost immediately after the lamp is overturned, as the room is 
suddenly plunged into darkness. This is far from the calm premeditation that Tacitus ascribes to 
other, similar scenes, because it happens almost at random, as if Libo’s suicide was triggered by 
a minor accident. Although the information about the lamp is included in an ablative absolute 
and the slaves are not the subject of the main clause, Libo is neither named nor emphasized. His 
role is clear from context, but the words that refer to him are sibi and derexit: he expresses no 
final words or intentions, nor why he chooses this moment, and there is nothing to shift attention 
back to him. Tacitus’ explanation for the darkness takes up more space than does the moment of 
Libo’s death. Tacitus also says that Libo made two blows, a clumsy detail that contrasts with the 
ideal of political suicide, in which glorified suicides rarely have physical trouble in dying.614 
Instead of imprinting Libo’s personality onto his death, as Tacitus does even with figures he 
dislikes,615 Tacitus has Libo disappear into a sudden darkness.616 This final moment does not 
 
614 Van Hooff theorizes that by Tacitus’ time, suicide had become highly codified among elite 
Romans and that methods involving edged weapons were considered the norm, as they are the 
most frequently recorded in Roman sources and especially those that discuss soldiers. Many of 
the suicides described by Tacitus are by slow exsanguination rather than immediate death, but in 
his narrative those, too, are executed with calm and deliberate competence rather than hurried 
clumsiness (1990; 47, 50-54). 
 
615 For example, his contemptuous obituary of Ofonius Tigellinus at Histories 1.72.1-3. Tacitus 
emphasizes the sordid circumstances of that death as well, but with Tigellinus he connects the 
shamefulness of Tigellinus’ life with the shamefulness of his death, connecting his suicide to his 
character. If Tacitus uses Libo’s death to illuminate any of his personal qualities, the only one he 
highlights is his lack of clear direction. 
 
616 Libo’s disappearance into darkness has a striking modern parallel in the ending of Tom 
Stoppard’s play Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead, in which the insignificance of the 
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have the structure of a joke nor is it much to laugh at, but it does provide an important 
continuation on a theme Tacitus has already established as humorous: Libo is still not a threat to 
Tiberius nor to Rome.617 His death is unlike that of other politicians who died under suspicion of 
threatening the state. Where a Seneca or a Cato might present an admirable example of resistance 
to tyranny, Libo cannot even do that because he was not really resisting tyranny. This state of 
things is not so much humorous in itself (Tacitus does not present it as a joke) as it is a 
culmination of the opposition Tacitus has set up in Libo’s character. We have already seen that 
Libo was too foolish to be the devious conspirator that the accusers set him up to be. Here, we 
see that Libo is so radically unsuited to his role in the narrative that he cannot even pull off the 
role of political martyr, because his suicide, like his life, ignores serious political concerns. Any 
laughter directed at Libo is likely to be scornful, because it is his worthlessness that proves him 
innocent. 
Tiberius’ reaction to the news of Libo’s death is also worth noting. The Senate concludes 
the case against Libo, finding him guilty.618 Tiberius returns to his assertion of impartiality, even 
gentleness: “and Tiberius swore that he would have asked for the man’s life, despite his guilt, if 
he had not hastened his voluntary death” (iuravitque Tiberius petiturum se vitam quamvis 
nocenti, nisi voluntariam mortem properavisset, 2.31.3). In this coda to Libo’s life, it is 
 
hapless title characters’ deaths is represented by a sudden disappearance that eschews a death 
scene. On the other hand, Plass understands Libo’s suicide as “nightmarish” and “Hades on 
earth,” a more solemn interpretation (1995, 94). I suggest that without ignoring the potentially 
horrific elements of this episode, we can understand its “nightmarish” qualities as both 
harrowing and absurd. 
 
617 Walker describes Libo here as “an innocent and even silly victim” (1952, 95). 
 
618 Tacitus indicates that the prosecution was unruffled by Libo’s suicide, completing the trial 
“nevertheless […] with the same assertiveness” (tamen […] adseveratione eadem, 2.31.3). 
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appropriate that Tiberius, not the narrator, speaks because Tacitus never treats Libo as truly 
significant. In addition, Tiberius’ comment is hypocritical to the point of absurdity.619 After 
Libo’s suicide and conviction, Tiberius takes credit for hypothetical clementia after he cannot 
possibly act on it. Clementia was a signal virtue of Roman autocrats dating back to Julius Caesar, 
so it makes sense that Tiberius would want to cultivate a reputation for it, but the framing here is 
nonsensical.620 Even as he claims credit for mercy, Tiberius reiterates Libo’s guilt (quamvis 
nocenti), and reinforces the sense that the Senate controlled the trial with the verb petiturum, 
which suggests he would have asked the Senate for clemency, not that it would have been 
forthcoming. The statement also overlooks Tiberius’ coldness toward Libo as he left the Senate, 
when Libo begged for mercy (same verb: petivit) and was directed to address his plea to the 
Senate (2.30.4). After that, Libo killed himself. Tacitus gives Tiberius’ comment a deflating 
ending, that he would have spared Libo had Libo not hurried to kill himself. The sentence would 
have stood on its own had it ended with nocenti. Both Tacitus’ and Tiberius’ audiences already 
know how Libo died. By repeating that information, Tacitus makes it explicit that Tiberius’ 
sudden mercy was both useless (because too late) and false, because in fact the death spurred the 
offer of clemency, rather than the prospect of death encouraging clemency: had Tiberius offered 
to spare Libo after the initial accusation, Libo might not have killed himself so conveniently. The 
 
619 Plass cites this passage among a few in which Tacitus points out the absurdity of emperors 
offering clemency when they are themselves responsible for the threat of punishment (1988, 
119). 
 
620 Cowan (2016) argues, through evidence from Velleius Paterculus, that clementia was an 
important but controversial virtue during Tiberius’ reign. In Cowan’s view, the correct 
application of clementia was under debate at the time and may have been out of fashion with 
some factions of Tiberius’ supporters, but her overall argument is that clementia remained a 
central virtue professed by the principate. Cowan does also note that clementia could, in 
situations like this one, be resented because “it seemed to emphasize the condescension of the 
princeps” (2016, 80). 
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offer of clemency was only palatable to Tiberius after Libo had died. This comment brings the 
episode back around to focus again on the injustice of the trial. Tiberius’ final offer of clemency 
is not a convincing display of virtue but rather an obvious excuse that illustrates again the 
contrast between what Libo was accused of doing and what he was actually likely to have done. 
Tiberius compounds the inconsistencies of the proceedings by taking a final opportunity to 
pretend that he did not entirely condone them. 
The Senate follows Libo’s conviction with a flurry of proposals to erase Libo’s name and 
memory and to declare public thanksgivings (2.31.1-2). These measures magnify Libo’s 
importance beyond anything that Tacitus’ account (or even the prosecutors’ version) has 
attributed to him. The proposal that the date of Libo’s death be made a public holiday (2.32.2) is 
especially extreme.621 Tacitus finds the senators’ behavior so disgusting that he adds his explicit 
opinion: “I recorded these men’s sycophantic suggestions so that the chronic nature of that evil 
in the state should be known”622 (quorum auctoritates adulationesque rettuli, ut sciretur vetus id 
in re publica malum, 2.32.2). Tacitus makes a serious programmatic point in this section, yet he 
makes it with the support of the humorous strand that he attaches to Libo Drusus throughout the 
episode. The upshot of the trial is a grave judgment on the Senate, but Tacitus has often pointed 
out the signs of deterioration by using irony and humor. If he had not emphasized the incongruity 
between what Libo is and what the prosecutors suggest he is, Tacitus would have made a less 
powerful point about the injustice of the trial. By repeatedly emphasizing that Libo did not 
 
621 Such a holiday would usually commemorate the defeat of a great traitor and a great threat, not 
the confused suicide of a possibly innocent and anyway hapless man. Even the prosecutors (in 
Tacitus’ telling) never attribute a conspiracy to Libo (and if they had they would have needed to 
come up with some co-conspirators, which they do not do). 
 
622 I have changed Woodman’s rendering of malum as “disease” to “evil.” 
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measure up to any of the scripts, positive or negative, that were applied to him, Tacitus portrays 
his accusation and trial as unbelievable to anyone cognizant of the truth, and he parades that 
information before his readers enough to make it seem blindingly obvious. By doing so, Tacitus 
further suggests that the senators must also have known, because of the massive contrast between 
Libo-as-traitor and Libo-as-useless. 
By setting up that contrast with humor, Tacitus cements it subtly in his narrative, then 
relies on it as a background for the actions of characters in the narrative. Humor also helps 
illustrate that Libo’s behavior was not seriously treasonous without requiring Tacitus to provide 
the specifics of what he did or didn’t do. Consulting astrologers and trusting false friends are 
elsewhere in Tacitus signs of a frivolous or foolish character that speak poorly of the person 
being discussed, but they are not the same as planning the overthrow of an emperor. By 
portraying Libo as humorously incapable of treason, Tacitus puts both Libo and his accusers in a 
bad light, although the discrepancy between their power encourages greater contempt for the 
accusers. This impression might not have been as persuasive had Tacitus written a simple 
condemnation of either party. Because of the humor, the absurdity of the situation is more 
obvious. Tacitus uses humor in this sequence to imply rather than state a series of underlying 
issues that plague Rome during the reign of Tiberius. 
The overtly programmatic tone of this episode means that the humor employed in it has 
implications for later material. As Tacitus develops his narrative of Tiberius’ reign, there are 
multiple instances in which the emperor manipulates justice, conceals his true intentions, and 
encourages unscrupulous delatores (and elites let him get away with it).623 Because the Libo 
 
623 In one example, Tiberius’ reaction to the death of Germanicus is presented by Tacitus as 
either highly reserved or secretly gleeful (3.3.1). In another example, Tiberius’ handling of the 
trial of the same C. Vibius Serenus involved in the prosecution of Libo shows that Tiberius was 
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Drusus episode stands as a paradigm for later ones, Tacitus’ use of humor helps create a 
framework for later episodes, although the humor is rarely carried over. Not every informer is as 
devious as Catus, nor is every defendant as pathetic as Libo, nor is the Senate as knowledgeable 
and indifferent in other trials. Despite these differences, the humor of this episode cements its 
themes deeply enough to foreshadow their presence later. Because the framework of that 
narrative is set down here, Tacitus does not need to reiterate that the Senate knew that it was 
committing an injustice, nor that Tiberius manipulated events even as he pretended to be just. In 
particular, Tacitus uses humor to emphasize that the entire Senate knew what was going on but 
supported it anyway. Humor is a significant tool in this episode because it emphasizes the 
contrast between what Tacitus presents as reality and what a significant number of political 
actors are willing to believe. Humor is especially useful because it implies, without relying 
strictly on facts, that the factors which instigated Libo’s trial also continued after it. 
Messalina’s Wedding to Silius 
 Scholars have long understood Tacitus’ treatment of the reign of Claudius as informed by 
humor and comedy.624 I agree with this assessment and aim to expand upon prior conclusions by 
examining Messalina’s marriage to Silius, an episode in which humor has frequently been 
 
less concerned with the accuracy of an accusation than with how it could support his political 
vendettas (4.28-29). Secrecy and a vicious cycle of variously favoring and condemning his 
political allies are common motifs in Tacitus’ treatment of Tiberius’ principate. 
 
624 Vessey likens Tacitus’ portrayal of Claudius to a “subtle satire verging on broad comedy” and 
as “ferocious humor and bitter irony” (1971, 385-6). Vessey also comments specifically on 
Messalina’s death, which he finds reminiscent of “the coarser Plautine dramas,” although he 
unfortunately does not hint at which dramas those might be (1971, 400). Dickison agrees, and 
further argues that Tacitus intended to “provoke laughter,” as evidenced by passages in which 
Claudius’ contemporaries laugh at him (1977, 634). For Dickison, Tacitus makes reference to 
comic archetypes to promote the sense that all roles are reversed in the court of Claudius (1977, 
635), a model which seems to me to suggest a generalized script opposition between the imperial 
court and the comic stage. 
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located, but less often dealt with as a significant rhetorical element. The most frequently 
recognized political implications of the episode have to do with Claudius’ inability to control his 
own wife and freedmen, and I agree that these are major concerns for Tacitus in this episode.625 
In addition, however, I argue that Tacitus uses humor to characterize the elite men in this episode 
negatively, thereby setting up conditions in which non-elites and women step into politics: he 
presents Claudius’ inability to control his court as a parallel to Silius’ lack of free choice, and a 
humorous contrast to the ominous competence of high-ranking freedmen. 
 Tacitus’ introduction of Messalina is lost in the lacuna between Books 6 and 11. From the 
material that survives, our first impression of her occurs when she is already empress and exerts 
conspicuous political influence (11.2.1-2). The episode that includes her death is one of the few 
places in the extant Annals where she plays a major role. Silius is mentioned twice before the 
episode in which he marries Messalina: first at 11.5.3, where Tacitus calls him consul designatus 
and hints that he will later relate his “power and extermination” (potentia et exitio).626 Initially, 
Tacitus allows a somewhat positive portrait of Silius, who proposes to revive a law that banned 
 
625 Tacitus is frequently dismayed at the political influence of freedmen, and especially in his 
treatment of Claudius’ principate. Vessey expands on the implications of Narcissus’ dominance 
of later parts of this episode (1971, 399-400). Dickison says Claudius “makes almost no 
impression at all” because he is overshadowed by his subordinates (1977, 642). Griffin 
comments, on a later episode in which Claudius appears helpless to do anything without his 
freedmen’s advice (1984, 54), and that Tacitus rarely allows Claudius to be the center or even the 
subject of the narrative of his reign: someone else always wields power on his behalf (1990, 483; 
488). Fagan comments on Claudius being “pliable” (2002, 567). Malloch expands on the same 
idea (2009, 1-2). Similar observations go back at least to Ryberg (1942, 404 n. 83). 
 
626 I have altered Woodman’s translation from “powerfulness” to “power.” Although there is a 
lot missing from Book 11, this passage seems to be Tacitus’ first mention of Silius, because he 
goes out of his way to note his status and to situate him in the narrative (Malloch 2013, ad loc). 
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orators from receiving money for doing legal work to encourage a return to an uncorrupted 
system (11.5.3-6.2).627 Elsewhere, Tacitus appears sympathetic to this type of effort.628  
Silius’ next appearance cements a negative impression. Messalina becomes erotically 
obsessed with him to the point that she abandons a prior plot against Agrippina and Nero 
(11.12.1).629 Tacitus presents Messalina’s lustfulness as something of a surprise:630 the beginning 
of the sentence is entirely taken up by her hatred for Agrippina without a hint of the looming 
sexual catastrophe.631 The passion that distracts Messalina is further delayed by Tacitus’ word 
order: novo et furori proximo amore. By delaying the word amor (it is the penultimate one in the 
sentence), Tacitus creates suspense and surprise. Tacitus has not set up a clear pair of opposed 
scripts, but this phrase indicates a shift from one topic to another. Tacitus’ new portrait of Silius 
is more frivolous than the one that he provided a few chapters ago. He was the consul designatus 
 
627 Malloch suggests that Silius’ proposal is so naïve that it foreshadows his later detachment 
from reality (2013, ad loc), so a negative impression of Silius’ qualities is also possible. 
 
628 Tacitus’ opinion on this issue is not clearly expressed here. Woodman has noted that this 
same law had been revived by Augustus (2004, 197 fn. 15), so the proposal probably did have a 
moral veneer at least. In this passage, Claudius accepts a limited version of the proposal (11.7.4), 
and later the same issue is one of the first things dealt with during Nero’s reign in a section that 
emphasizes some of his early positive acts (13.5.1). 
 
629 This is the same chapter in which Tacitus introduces Nero, comparing him favorably to 
Britannicus. (I discuss that passage in chapter 3.) Koestermann sees this paragraph as an elegant 
transition into a narrative of competition between imperial women (1963, ad loc). The 
comparison between Nero and Britannicus also foreshadows Messalina’s downfall by gesturing 
to the woman who will succeed her as Claudius’ wife and the boy who will have her son 
murdered. 
 
630 A surprise because it is so pronounced, not because it is uncharacteristic of Messalina. Maria 
Wyke sees ancient characterizations of Messalina as focused on her lust and notes that Tacitus in 
particular treats it as almost unbelievable (2002, 323-326). von Stackelberg elaborates that 
Tacitus frames Messalina’s lust in masculine terms, which make it more transgressive and 
dangerous to the Roman status quo (2009, 602). 
 
631 Their competition over Claudius can hardly be considered a matter of amor. 
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at 11.5.3, but here he is distinguished as “the most beautiful of the Roman youth” (iuventutis 
Romanae pulcherrimum, 11.12.2).632 This is a detail that Tacitus would not normally provide 
(nor need to): it is focalized through Messalina. The gender reversal in Messalina’s pursuit of 
Silius has been noted,633 as has the similarity between Messalina and Sallust’s Sempronia,634 one 
of whose notable traits is pursuing men more often than being pursued by them (saepius petere 
viros quam peteretur, Bellum Catilinae 25.3). Roman historians, it seems, found lustful women 
not merely disturbing but also significantly anomalous.635 Messalina is so intent on adultery with 
 
632 I have changed Woodman’s translation of pulcherrimum from “finest” to “most beautiful” 
because “finest” frequently connotes nobility and decency as well as a good physical appearance. 
Although pulcher has a similar range of available connotations, I doubt that the non-superficial 
sense applies here. In Tacitus, pulcher appears more often in a metaphorical sense than a literal 
one (pulcher, Lexicon Taciteum), which makes its application to Silius even more pointed and, in 
my opinion, more likely to refer to his physical qualities. 
 
633 On Messalina’s usurpation of masculine power: Santoro L’Hoir (1994, 24), von Stackelberg 
(2009, 602). 
 
634 Santoro L’Hoir (1994, 24) and Milnor (2009) comment on Sallust’s Sempronia’s wide 
influence on Roman historiography. Santoro L’Hoir positions Sempronia as an influential 
example of a masculine woman whose influence on history represents a threat to the traditional 
role of Roman men. Milnor advances a similar argument, but sees Sempronia as a more complex 
ancestor of many of the influential women portrayed by ancient Roman historical writers. 
 
635 Tacitus provides plenty of examples of wives and mistresses whose sexual conduct is neither 
a political issue nor even mentioned. Some of Tacitus’ most fully elaborated female villains are 
associated with sexual indecency without an emphasis on sexual appetite. Tacitus accuses 
Agrippina of sexual relationships with her uncle (the emperor Claudius, 12.3.1; 12.5.1), a 
freedman (Pallas, 12.25.1), and possibly her son (14.2.1). He presents all this as flagrantly 
immoral, but he centers Agrippina’s desire for power rather than for sex. Her sexuality is always 
a tool of her evil, never its root cause. A few female characters even deviate from elite female 
chastity without being portrayed as evil. Of these, the most prominent is probably Epicharis, the 
freedwoman whose role in the Pisonian conspiracy culminates in her gruesome, heroic death 
(15.57.1-2). Although Epicharis is the mistress of at least one conspirator, sexual behavior is not 
a major factor in Tacitus’ construction of her character. Because Tacitus draws on comedy here, 
it is relevant that the matronae of comedy, who are often in the position of attempting to control 
their dirty-old-man husbands, tend to be more concerned with restoring the stability of their 
households than with sexual jealousy (Christenson 2016, 221). 
 
 305 
Silius that she ousts his current wife, Junia Silana.636 Although by the standards of modern farce 
this may seem like a normal move, Messalina has little reason to do such a thing because she 
should have no hope of marrying Silius while she is married to Claudius.637 Indeed, sexual 
jealousy between women is not a particularly common trope in Roman literature.638 Situations in 
which two women are involved with one man only occasionally devolve into direct conflicts 
between women. There are some instances of such conflict in elegiac poetry, but even then 
violently jealous women are focused more on securing their man than on settling a personal 
grudge against the other woman.639 For example, when, at the end of Plautus’ Asinaria, the 
matrona Artemona crashes a dinner party that her husband and son are attending at the house of 
the meretrix Philaenium, she says almost nothing to the hostess but drags her husband out in a 
tirade of spousal rage (920-940).640 In an even more surprising example, the meretrix Bacchis in 
Terence’s Hecyra explains that she has discouraged the adulescens Pamphilus from seeing her 
 
636 Junia Silana reappears later as a vengeful enemy of Agrippina (13.19.2-3), so she is probably 
no pushover. 
 
637 Tacitus later says that the marriage was Silius’ idea, so Messalina could not be motivated by 
the desire to marry Silius. Even if we assume that the marriage was Messalina’s idea, she never 
attempts to divorce Claudius, making a potential marriage to Silius even more complicated. 
 
638 Sexual competition between women is not unknown in Roman literature, but it is less 
frequent than sexual competition between men, which is central to ancient epic, comedy, and 
elegy. 
 
639 Propertius describes a scene in which an enraged Cynthia physically attacks two sex workers 
whom the narrator has hired in her absence (4.8). Ovid imagines that Delia and Nemesis will 
snipe at each other during Tibullus’ funeral (Amores 3.9.55-58). Seneca’s Medea, like most 
Medeas, gets her revenge on Jason’s new wife as well as his new father-in-law. With the possible 
exception of Medea, who is a mythical Greek rather than a plausible Roman woman, none of 
these women appear to care much what happens to their romantic rivals except that the other 
women must be separated from their men. 
 
640 Artemona briefly addresses Philaenium to ask why she let her husband into her house (920) 
but she appears to have little animus against her, especially compared with her relentless zeal to 
retrieve her husband. 
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after his marriage, even though their relationship would not be adulterous by the Roman 
definition and his departure would diminish her income (750-760). Messalina’s behavior is 
therefore unusual even for a character in a comic drama, especially for a female one.641 
Especially shocking is that Silius almost disappears from the first part of this chapter. In Tacitus’ 
narrative, Messalina and Junia Silana appear to have already fought over him before he has any 
say in the matter. Much has been made of the idea that Messalina displays an unnervingly 
masculine sexual appetite, but it is significant also that Silius is made irrelevant more than he is 
feminized.642 If this episode is an elegy or a comedy, Silius, the consul designate, appears to 
occupy the ingenue role. These two positions are, of course, not normally compatible. Messalina 
and Silius have both taken on roles that are inappropriate for their official status and reversed the 
roles that we might have expected them to play. 
 Silius also receives material benefits in the form of imperial property that is transferred to 
his house (11.12.3).643 Messalina visits his house accompanied by her attendants, pursuing him 
 
641 One useful parallel is a passage where Tacitus deals with the possibility of female sexual 
jealousy by saying that Agrippina did not separate Junia Silana from a prospective husband in 
order to acquire him for herself but to curtail the potential influence that a husband would 
acquire with her money (13.19.2). Although this incident exemplifies the awfulness of both 
women involved, Tacitus specifically averts the idea that their competition was about jealousy, 
which both implies that it could have been a factor and confirms that it is not the most important 
one. 
 
642 For Silius as occupying the feminine or passive role in this relationship, see Malloch 2013, 
202-3. I basically agree that Silius is feminized here, but I also think that his occupying such a 
role is not sufficient to explain his meager part in this narrative. 
 
643 Cassius Dio also mentions that Messalina gave Silius a lot of Claudius’ possessions (epitome 
61a.31.3). Although this is part of a larger historical tradition, Tacitus insists on it here and will 




in something of a gender reversal.644 Messalina’s behavior in this love affair also resembles that 
of comedy’s unfaithful husband, who sometimes brings his wife’s property to his mistress as a 
gift.645 Tacitus presents all this information as more shocking than laughable, but introduces a 
variety of opposed scripts in his characterization of both Messalina and Silius.646 The conflict 
between empress and adulteress is more shocking than humorous because the two roles are only 
ideally incompatible, not actually so.647 The scripts for “empress” and “comedy character” (or 
more particularly “male lover”) are usually entirely opposed but are nearly united in Messalina. 
This episode does not end like a comedy, nor does Tacitus keep his focus on these qualities in 
Messalina, but they are an indication that her behavior is unacceptable almost to the point of 
 
644 Malloch detects and ironic or mocking note in this passage because Silius’ hope for secrecy is 
immediately dashed by Messalina’s constant public display (2013, ad loc). 
 
645 One example is in Menaechmi, in which Menaechmus enters concealing his wife’s clothing 
under his own so that he can smuggle it out of his house as a gift for the meretrix next door (129-
136). Another is in Asinaria, in which the dirty old man’s wife discovers that he was responsible 
for multiple thefts which she blamed on her enslaved maids (884-889). The item involved in both 
of these cases is a palla, but that need not be a requirement of this trope. The association between 
cheating husbands and stealing spousal property can be generalized. In addition, there is at least 
one example of a similar motif appearing in a history: Herodotus’ Xerxes receives a distinctive 
garment from his wife, but gives it to his mistress when she asks for it. When his wife finds out, 
she blames his mistress’ mother and has her disfigured. Because her family is powerful (her 
husband is Xerxes’ brother), her disfigurement leads to an attempted revolt that Xerxes quashes 
(the full episode is at Herodotus 9.108-113). I mention this episode because it is the closest 
ancient historical parallel that I know of for a member of a ruling family causing trouble by 
transferring possessions from a spouse to a concubine, and the comparison is productive in that it 
shows how disastrous such behavior can be. Despite this similarity, I do not see these episodes as 
having much dialogue with each other, especially because the Herodotus episode focuses on 
familial relationships and obligatory gift-giving, themes that are not present in Tacitus. 
 
646 Koestermann detects an element of frivolity in this passage (1963, ad loc). 
 
647 Because you cannot commit adultery without being married, being empress is part of what 
allows Messalina to be an adulteress. Sex was forbidden to unmarried noblewomen also, but that 
is not the threat that Tacitus evokes at this locus. 
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being beyond belief, more like fiction than reality.648 It also ups the level of chaos that readers 
can expect from the unfolding drama. Messalina does not behave entirely like a comedy 
character or an empress, but the interplay between the two roles is both humorous and crucial to 
Tacitus’ portrayal of the situation. 
 At this point, Tacitus returns to Silius’ perspective. Tacitus’ Silius considers the affair 
with Messalina a political stepping stone, albeit a high-risk one (11.12.2). This Silius is a long 
way from the consul designate of his first appearance. Tacitus spares a single sentence to explain 
his rationale for accommodating Messalina’s all-consuming lust, and it boils down to his making 
a choice between certain death should he refuse and possible benefit should he agree 
(11.12.2).649 Silius does not display any qualities associated with the female characters of 
comedy, but this is in part because he does not display much of a personality. Tacitus does not 
describe Silius’ compliance as a humiliation or a character flaw because, again, he does not 
display much of a character. In his compliance Silius resembles Claudius, who rarely expresses 
strong opinions and whose next marriage will be decided upon by a debate in which he does not 
participate (Griffin 1984, 54). Currently, Claudius plays the roles of both the emperor of Rome 
and the unsuspecting matrona whose household goods are being carried off as gifts for a 
girlfriend.650 Tacitus also briefly comments on the irony of Claudius exercising the office of 
 
648 The absurdity of the situation is only heightened by the fact that Messalina could have 
divorced Claudius if that was what she wanted. For one reason or another (Tacitus never 
clarifies), Messalina does not do so but instead risks her life to marry another man 
simultaneously. 
 
649 This is not unlike Otho’s rationale for becoming emperor (Hist. 1.21). Both characters assume 
that death is more imminent and power more easily obtained than either actually is. 
 
650 Dickison sees him also as a foolish senex, easily deceived by his wife and freedmen (1977, 
644). I agree entirely with the idea that Claudius is gullible, but do not believe that this is the 
only possible comic parallel, especially because characters in comedy often expend considerably 
more effort to fool people than Claudius’ court do to fool him. 
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censor while his own household was a mess, and specifically mentions his attempt to curtail 
verbal abuse of elites at the theater (11.13.1). Here, Tacitus spells out several of the untenable 
tensions between scripts that exist in the imperial household. Although some of these scripts are 
overlapping but not opposed (i.e., if some of the non-imperial scripts might still be consistent 
with a “bad emperor” script), Tacitus makes the humorous strand clearer by employing scripts 
from Roman comedy. 
 Messalina’s decision to actually marry one of her adulterers occurs suddenly: “Messalina, 
having become sated with the simplicity of her adultery, was already drifting to unrecognized 
lusts when Silius himself, whether by some fatal derangement or deeming that the remedy for 
looming danger was danger itself, urged an abrupt end to dissembling” (Iam Messalina facilitate 
adulteriorum in fastidium versa ad incognitas libidines profluebat, cum abrumpi 
dissimulationem etiam Silius, sive fatali vaecordia an imminentium periculorum remedium ipsa 
pericula ratus, urgebat, 11.26.1). In contrast to his appearance immediately prior, Silius 
expresses an opinion: if he is already taking a risk, he may as well make it a profitable one. Still, 
Tacitus points out that Silius misjudges here: his idea displays “fatal derangement” (fatali 
vaecordia, 11.26.1). His desire to end the charade (abrumpi dissimulationem) is questionable 
because he intends not to leave Messalina and return to a less precarious life but to end their 
deception by turning it into a reality in which he becomes Messalina’s husband. Nor does Silius 
have a plan to overthrow Claudius.651 Although some of Silius’ language might suggest that he is 
arguing for a conspiracy or assumes that they will murder Claudius as a matter of course, he asks 
only to marry Messalina, in a last-minute reversal of the expectation Tacitus has built up. 
 
651 I agree with Fagan’s observation on this point, that if Messalina and Silius had fomented a 
treasonous plot, it must have been an extremely stupid one (2002, 573-4). 
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 Silius’ argument is cogent enough, although it is born of desperation. He even offers to 
adopt Messalina’s son Britannicus and to maintain her power (11.26.2). None of his plans or 
promises seem realistic, however, because he has no plan except that they get married. Claudius 
is an obvious obstacle to their marriage, and although Silius refers to his death,652 he does not 
propose any method by which they could kill him nor any way in which they could legitimize 
Silius as emperor. Most tellingly, he marries Messalina before they have done anything about 
Claudius, which seems like an oversight at best. Tacitus does not reemphasize the absurdity of 
Silius’ plot because his ambition has been part of the more serious script that Silius fills, but the 
contrast between his vaguely plausible foolish ambition and his proposed new role is about to 
become obvious. 
 Messalina’s reaction to the plan reinforces the other scripts that define their relationship, 
the ones related to comedy. Unlike Silius, who was introduced as consul designatus before he 
doubled as a comic meretrix, Messalina has not yet been shown to be capable of political 
concerns that extend beyond her own gratification.653 She is first concerned that, should Silius 
gain power, he would realize what a terrible idea their plan had been and abandon her (11.26.3). 
 
652 Silius reminds Messalina that they should not “merely wait upon the princeps’s old age” 
(senectam principis opperientur) and even more vaguely that “accomplices with similar dreads 
were available” (adesse conscios paria metuentis, 11.26.2). Neither he nor Messalina mentions 
the possibility of her divorcing Claudius. 
 
653 Tacitus does credit Messalina with interference in politics: the first surviving chapters of 
Book 11 show her instigating the trial of Valerius Asiaticus (11.1-2), but that incident is directly 
connected to her desire to take his property, and in what remains of Tacitus’ portrayal of 
Messalina, she asserts power almost exclusively in service of her sex life. Although our 
understanding of Tacitus’ Messalina is necessarily fragmentary, there is no reason to believe that 
she developed more focused political schemes elsewhere. Cassius Dio’s Messalina is similarly 
unexplained—at one point he says she married men other than Claudius simply because she 
wanted to be married to a lot of men (epitome 61.31.1-2)—so there may have been no 
transmitted reason for much of Messalina’s behavior. 
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This is perhaps a legitimate concern, but, like Silius, Messalina fails to anticipate the more 
immediate difficulties which the two of them soon encounter. Her reason for accepting is 
outlandish: “yet she desired the name of ‘matrimony’ by reason of the magnitude of notoriety 
which is the ultimate pleasure for the prodigal” (nomen tamen matrimonii concupivit ob 
magnitudinem infamiae cuius apud prodigos novissima voluptas est, 11.26.3). This is a callback 
to the start of the passage, where Messalina had begun to turn from Silius in favor of 
“unrecognized lusts” (incognitas libidines, 11.26.1). Silius’ marriage proposal supplies enough 
novelty to rekindle her interest. Technically, the shocking thing about the two of them getting 
married is that Messalina is already married to Claudius, who is also the emperor and therefore at 
least awkward to divorce. Tacitus’ phrasing of the situation, however, suggests that marriage 
itself is what makes Silius’ proposal scandalous and therefore appealing to Messalina. Tacitus 
explains that Messalina desired to be infamous and that desire encouraged her to marry Silius, 
but there remains an irony in comparing a traditionally legitimizing institution to their 
illegitimate affair. Their marriage will bring them greater notoriety and be a newer, worse thing 
than their adultery was. Again, Tacitus connects two usually opposed scripts, marriage and 
adultery. 
 It is also significant that Messalina desires her wrongdoings to be known. I have 
discussed a similar attitude in Nero,654 but Messalina provides a new perspective on the issue, 
because she is neither the emperor nor fully cognizant of the political implications of her 
 
654 Tacitus’ Nero sometimes appears eager to spread knowledge of his crimes, but, unlike 




crimes.655 Here, she seeks recognition for deeds that will ruin her basis for political power.656 
The bizarre setting of this episode is reinforced by this reversal of usual values. It also shows that 
Claudius is not the only person in his court who has a confused and lazy approach to 
understanding politics, but that Messalina also is either confused about what will benefit her or 
does not care that her decisions will be a detriment to her. 
Tacitus ends this chapter on an ironic note: “and, waiting merely until Claudius set off for 
Ostia to sacrifice, she celebrated all the solemnities of a wedding” (nec ultra expectato quam 
dum sacrificii gratia Claudius Ostiam proficisceretur, cuncta nuptiarum sollemnia celebrat, 
11.26.3). Clearly, Messalina and Silius do not celebrate their wedding correctly, because 
Messalina is still married to Claudius, which is a pretty major detail to get wrong. Tacitus has 
already called their marriage shocking, so by saying that they decided to do everything correctly 
despite the one glaring omission, he turns their wedding into an ironic joke. In his description of 
the wedding, Tacitus is explicitly incredulous:  
As I am not unaware, it will seem fantastic that any mortals felt such unconcern in a 
community aware of everything and silent on nothing, still less that a consul designate, 
on a predicted day and in the presence of signatories, came together with a princeps’ wife 
as if for the purpose of begetting children; that she for her part listened to the words of 
the officials and sacrificed before the gods; that they reclined at table among party guests; 
and that there were kisses, embraces, and, finally, a night spent in spousal license. Yet 
none of this has been compiled to promote a marvel, but I am transmitting what was 
heard and written by my elders. 
 
Haud sum ignarus fabulosum visum iri tantum ullis mortalium securitatis fuisse in 
civitate omnium gnara et nihil reticente, nedum consulem designatum cum uxore 
 
655 Her adultery is only political because she happens to be married to the emperor. Tacitus’ 
portrait of her suggests that had she been married to an insignificant citizen, she would still have 
been a manipulative adulterer, but with less impact on Roman politics. 
 
656 Tacitus portrays Messalina as more politically active than Claudius, but her political activity 
mainly consists of threats that various Romans obey her or face Claudius’ anger. (For example, 
Tacitus implies that she would have threatened Silanus with death if he had not agreed to have an 
affair with her, 11.12.2.) She does not appear to have power that is not borrowed from Claudius. 
 
 313 
principis, praedicta die, adhibitis qui obsignarent, velut suscipiendorum liberorum causa 
convenisse, atque illam audisse auspicum verba, subisse, sacrificasse apud deos; 
discubitum inter convivas, oscula complexus, noctem denique actam licentia coniugali. 
Sed nihil compositum miraculi causa, verum audita scriptaque senioribus tradam. 
(11.27) 
 
By putting his own opinions up front along with a warning that the episode will seem incredible, 
Tacitus averts one common feature of humor: surprise or suddenness that forces a reader to work 
through the humorous thought process on their own. Nevertheless, the enumeration of normal 
but contextually inappropriate things that Messalina and Silius did at their wedding reinforces 
the sense that their actions were not simply worthy of strong disapproval but actively incredible 
in a humorous way.  
Tacitus calls the subject fabulosus, a word related to fabula, a theatrical play.657 This of 
course leans on the difference between dramatic history and plain fiction,658 but it also recalls 
11.12 where Messalina and Silius resembled comic characters and extends those theatrical motifs 
to the rest of the episode. Although a fabula does not necessarily mean a comic play, there have 
already been parallels between the events of this episode and characters in comedy, and Tacitus 
emphasizes the irrationality of the situation, a characteristic that often lends itself to comedy. He 
continues the contrast between their behavior and behavior that would have made sense in their 
situation by mentioning the large audience to their marriage. Without providing an explanation 
 
657 In a similar vein, Koestermann calls the entire sequence from 11.26 to the end of the book a 
“marriage tragedy” (Ehetragödie) that Tacitus has embellished for artistic more than historical 
reasons (1963, ad loc). Dickison expands on the parallels between this episode and Roman 
comedy, specifically commenting that fabulosus is a sign that Tacitus intends us to see 
theatricality in this episode (1977, 645). Nappa (2010, 193-4) summarizes further past 
scholarship that has linked this episode to theatrical performance. 
 
658 von Stackelberg observes that this passage creates an unstable link between fabula and 




or even suggesting a motivation for why Messalina and Silius are so rash, Tacitus parades their 
lack of caution before his readers as an example of something hard to believe.659 Humor arises 
from the contrast between their confident public display and the fact that they should want to 
keep their marriage secret. Their choices are so bizarre that they are difficult to square with 
reality as it usually functions. The overlap between reality and unreality also evokes theater.660 
Where Messalina and Silius were engaged in behavior more typical of comic characters than 
political figures, Tacitus now implies that the unbelievable things they do are more appropriate 
for the stage than the rostra. Tacitus warns that the whole escapade may seem fabulosum and it is 
all done in view of an eagerly observing audience at a prearranged time with religious rituals, all 
of which are characteristics of Roman theater. The plot of this particular spectacle suggests it 
might be a comedy. Tacitus does not emphasize these similarities, but they are present and 
disturb the dignity for which Tacitus wishes imperial politics would strive. 
 Tacitus furthers the humorous tone of this chapter by introducing serious political and 
legal terms along with behavior that he describes as absurd, theatrical, or unrealistic. Silius is 
again called consul designatus (11.27), an oblique reminder of the oddness of the situation 
(Malloch 2013, ad loc). Messalina and Silius are married “as if for the purpose of begetting 
children” (velut suscipiendorum liberorum causa, 11.27), a traditional or at least resoundingly 
 
659 Of course, Tacitus also presents Claudius as incapable of governing, and Messalina could 
have calculated the risk based on prior experience of Claudius’ indolence. Although the 
possibility is reasonable, Tacitus does not bring it up. 
 
660 In this episode, “theatrical performance” seems to function as a logical mechanism between 
reality and fiction, because it is consistently the only concept capable of bridging the gap 
between Messalina’s actions and what Messalina appears to have expected would happen. 
Theatrical performance functions something like plain juxtaposition because it puts real and 
fictional expectations next to each other, but Tacitus also uses parallels to theater as if it were the 
only parallel capable of explaining how the two scripts could be at all compatible. 
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Augustan formula for marriage (Koestermann 1963, ad loc; Malloch 2013, ad loc). Without 
expatiating on the supreme awkwardness that a child of Silius and Messalina would have 
presented, Tacitus illustrates the difference between them and a conventional married couple by 
adding terms that would normally be appropriate but are incongruous here.661 The conjunction 
velut creates a comparison while simultaneously pointing out that the entire thing was a charade. 
(They marry “as if” to have children, not actually for that purpose.) Messalina and Silius perform 
at least two religious rituals (hearing auspices and sacrifice) in their wedding. Tacitus is silent on 
the gods’ opinions on such a performance, but it does seem that Messalina and Silius invested 
considerable effort in making their marriage religiously legitimate even though Messalina had 
never clearly divorced Claudius. 
Finally, the last word of the description is something of a punchline: “a night spent in 
spousal license” (noctem denique actam licentia coniugali, 11.27). Although the word order 
cannot be preserved in an even slightly readable English translation, in Latin “spousal” 
(coniugali) is the very last word in the sentence. Noctem denique actam licentia would have been 
a sufficient close to Tacitus’ description of the marriage—the final part of the chapter was 
already moving in a scurrilous direction. The addition of coniugali is not technically a surprise—
the paragraph describes a marriage—but it is a reminder in Tacitus’ authorial voice that 
Messalina and Silius’ relationship was a marriage by several definitions of that term. Although 
Tacitus’ tone is shocked and contemptuous, it also encourages the idea that their relationship was 
something more than an affair. The final coniugali confirms both the ridiculousness of the 
 
661 Furneaux notes that suscipiendorum liberorum causa is certainly a phrase related to 
traditional Roman marriage and that subisse might have been a marriage word or that the 
transmitted text might be a corruption of nupsisse (1908, ad loc). Koestermann goes into further 
detail on possible emendations, which include also subscripsisse (1963, ad loc). 
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situation (a married example of marital infidelity) and the facticity of their marriage. The 
humorous note sounded by coniugali supports the next claim that Tacitus makes, when he says 
that none of this is fabricated, but all passed down from sources (11.27). The overall impression 
is of both the humor of the situation and the gravity of its repercussions. Tacitus draws on 
humorous motifs to explain what happened, because it cannot be thoroughly explained without 
them—these events would be incredible. On the other hand, Tacitus is also concerned not to let 
the humor of the situation overwhelm his serious concerns. His first and final comments address 
those concerns by minimizing the sense that reality and theatrical absurdity are truly opposed 
scripts, because in this case reality included theatrical absurdity. Humor helps unite the two, but 
this episode is so odd that Tacitus also includes a straight-faced warning to encourage his 
audience to bridge the opposed ideas. 
 The series of contrasts becomes more varied and chaotic in the next chapter, which 
expands into the public reaction to Messalina’s marriage: 
Therefore the princeps’ household shuddered; and in particular those with whom power 
lay—and upon whom, if things should change, alarm would descend—no longer 
muttered in secret exchanges, but openly: when it was an actor who trampled over the 
princeps’ bedroom, they said, humiliation had certainly been inflicted but actual 
extirpation had been only a remote possibility; but, as things are now, a young noble with 
dignified good looks, with strength of mind, and with an approaching consulship, was 
guiding himself for a greater prospect: for there was no concealing what was left after 
such a marriage 
 
Igitur domus principis inhorruerat, maximeque quos penes potentia et, si res verterentur, 
formido, non iam secretus conloquiis, sed aperte fremere, dum histrio cubiculum 
principis insultaverit, dedecus quidem inlatum, sed excidium procul afuisse: nunc 
iuvenem nobilem dignitate formae, vi mentis ac propinquo consulate maiorem spem 
accingi; nec enim occultum quid post tale matrimonium superesset, 11.28.1  
 
That the emperor’s household is the subject of this sentence —and that Tacitus identifies them as 
“those with whom power lay”— indicates that something must be wrong, given that Messalina 
would under normal circumstances be a major power in that same household. Instead, it appears 
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that she and the other palace authorities have no consensus about what to do next, nor have they 
communicated about what Messalina has already done. The other members of Claudius’ 
household anticipate another kind of reversal, one that would ruin their power: potentia et, si res 
veterentur, formido delays the final, surprising element until after a clause that both explains the 
circumstances and builds tension. Power turns into to fear quickly as the direct result of a 
possible transfer of power.662 The freedmen have already changed their typical habits from 
speaking secretly to complaining openly (11.28.1), which reflects what Messalina and Silius do 
when they make their marriage unabashedly public rather than hiding their affair. Although the 
change in their behavior is not as extreme as the change in Messalina’s and Silius’, the paragraph 
is constructed as if they were similar, so that this passage picks up on both Tacitus’ comment that 
Rome was never ignorant nor quiet about anything (11.27) and on the idea that things normally 
kept secret were now revealed and publicly known. 
In addition, the comparison between reality and drama reappears in altered form. The 
mention of an “actor” (histrio) is literal and not directly related to comedy663 but nevertheless 
resonates with the thematic comparisons between Messalina and Silius and comic archetypes. 
Messalina’s bedroom is both the literal location of a professional performer (or it sometimes is) 
and the metaphorical location of the great comedy of her affairs. The contrast between histrio 
 
662 I have kept Woodman’s somewhat vague translation of si res verterentur, “if things should 
change,” because the Latin is vague. Furneaux, however, translates this clause as “if a revolution 
ensued,” which is its likely sense (1907, ad loc). I have stuck with Woodman’s translation 
because the English word “revolution” implies a significant and organized change, which is 
likely but not necessary in Latin. It is also notable that Claudius’ freedmen seem to believe that 
Silius’ intention is revolution: they assume that marriage must merely be the first step in the 
plan. 
 
663 Histrio refers to another one of Messalina’s adulterers, Mnester, who was a professional 
mime performer rather than an actor (Furneaux 1908, ad loc and 11.4.2). 
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and consul designatus is similarly humorous in that it builds on the opposed scripts that 
characterize Silius.664 Although the actor and the consul designate are distinct men, and although 
the freedmen know that, the implicit comparison emphasizes how inappropriate it is that the two 
are substantially similar. A professional actor committing adultery with an empress is a source of 
shame, but a future consul who behaves in the same way, although he may appear merely 
frivolous, becomes a political threat by committing adultery with an empress.665 
This passage also introduces a series of Silius’ characteristics that have gone 
unmentioned before this. “Dignified good looks” (dignitate formae) are consistent but not 
synonymous with Tacitus’ initial description of Silius as pulcherrimus (11.12.2). “Strength of 
mind” (vi mentis) has not been mentioned before. Ambition has been briefly addressed (11.26.1-
2), but not demonstrated in anything aside from his being caught up in Messalina’s lust. That 
Silius must have had greater plans after the marriage is another example of the Tacitean trope 
that ambitious young men have a single goal, that is to become emperor.666 These suspicions are 
at once reasonable for the characters and incompatible with the information Tacitus has 
provided. Silius must have a plan, think the onlookers, but Tacitus gives no hint of it, and 
Messalina has no strategy beyond alleviating her boredom. The freedmen’s suspicions would be 
 
664 Messalina does not care about the opposition between those scripts because she is 
indiscriminate in her choice of lovers. Her refusal to acknowledge the difference between their 
social status is the primary factor that allows multiple scripts to overlap in the “empress’ lover” 
role. 
 
665 At this point, Claudius’ freedmen appear to believe that Silius’ threat is real, perhaps even 
that he is organizing a coup. Although Tacitus suggests that Silius never made such a plan, these 
characters still believe it at this point. 
 
666 Tacitus employs this assumption with Otho (Histories 1.21) and with Torquatus Silanus, one 
of Nero’s perceived enemies (15.35). Some of the characteristics that made Libo susceptible to a 




reasonable if normalcy prevailed in any other part of this episode. Because that is not the case, 
Tacitus uses their conclusions to further emphasize the humor of the scene. 
 Claudius’ freedmen become more concerned that Silius could usurp power when they 
compare Claudius, the current emperor, to Silius, the potential emperor. Claudius is “a dullard 
and shackled to his wife” (hebetem Claudium et uxori devinctum, 11.28.2).667 Messalina seems at 
least as likely to order executions as he is, which lends some credence to the idea that she could 
transfer power.668 Nevertheless, they believe that Claudius’ sluggishness will give them the 
power to foil Silius’ (largely imaginary) schemes: because Claudius is unaware of his wife’s 
antics or indeed anything at all, they can push through the accusation against Messalina with 
minimal fuss (11.28.2). Tacitus never implies that Claudius’ freedmen were right to fear a 
potential coup by Silius, but because they seem to believe that Silius is a threat to imperial 
power, their reactions further the humor of the episode by pointing out the similarities between 
Claudius and Silius and by focusing especially on the characteristics that make both of them 
inadequate as emperors. 
 Three of Claudius’ freedmen debate their options and, although they cannot agree, 
Narcissus acts on his own to bribe and persuade two of Claudius’ concubines into breaking the 
news to him (11.29). The ensuing scene has long been recognized as humorous because it 
involves the two concubines playing out a scene in which they inform Claudius that Messalina 
 
667 Tacitus also uses devinctum to describe Nero’s attachment to Acte in a passage focalized 
through Poppaea (13.46.2, discussed in chapter 3). In both cases devinctum has a negative 
connotation related to an emperor brought low by an inappropriate romantic relationship 
(Malloch 2013, 11.28.2). 
 
668 Tacitus suggests that she was not interested in elevating Silius and that the marriage was not 
her idea, but the freedmen through whom this passage is focalized do not know that. 
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has married Silius.669 Tacitus begins with language appropriate to a more official situation. 
Narcissus summons Calpurnia and Cleopatra, the two concubines, “to compel the denouncement 
to be undertaken” (perpulit delationem subire, 11.29.3). Tacitus combines opposites here by 
combining delatio, a technical term for political accusations, with Calpurnia and Cleopatra, 
atypical delatores in that they are infames women who bring their accusation in a private space 
rather than a court.670 Their social roles are traditionally incompatible with the ones they perform 
here, yet the roles overlap in this ridiculous moment.671 Like Claudius’ freedmen and many of 
the other characters who come to prominence during his principate, Calpurnia and Cleopatra are 
not of a status typically allowed to participate in politics. Tacitus voices no special disapproval of 
their participation here, perhaps because desperate times call for desperate measures, or perhaps 
because Narcissus himself turns out to be Tacitus’ chosen villain in this narrative.672 
Nevertheless, that Narcissus asks Calpurnia and Cleopatra to act as delatores is a deeply weird 
application of the term, and one that brings home the gap between what the imperial court 
appears to be and how it actually functions. 
 
669 This scene’s theatrical qualities have also been remarked on, for example by Koestermann 
(1963, ad loc) who compares Narcissus to a director. Dickison agrees (1977, 639). 
670 Malloch sees them as natural rivals of Messalina, but admits that Tacitus does not play up that 
angle (2013, ad loc). 
 
671 In her argument for comedy in this series of episodes, Dickison notes that Tacitus gives the 
freedmen a more prominent role in this episode than they have during the same events in 
Suetonius (1977, 639). By putting emphasis on the role of freedmen and concubines, Tacitus 
maximizes the opportunities to bring up contradictions between the ideal and the real 
government of Rome. 
 
672 Paelices may simply be of a low enough social status that increase power for them is a 
negligible gain by elite standards and therefore not threatening. One possible comparison is 
between these two and Nero’s freedwoman concubine Acte, whom Tacitus presents an influence 
on Nero, but never as a political menace on a par with noblewomen like Poppaea and Agrippina. 
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 Calpurnia’s approach to Claudius comes off as ridiculous: “Calpurnia (that was the 
concubine’s name), groveling at Caesar’s feet when they had been granted some privacy, cried 
out that Messalina had wedded Silius” (Exim Calpurnia (id paelici nomen), ubi datum secretum, 
genibus Caesaris provoluta nupsisse Messalina Silio exclamat, 11.30.1). Ironically, the 
announcement of this news is less public than Messalina’s marriage was: the announcement is 
made privately (secretum) while Messalina and Silius married in public. Calpurnia adds further 
drama to the scene by throwing herself down at Clausius’ knees and “crying out” the news 
(exclamat). The similarity to a comic scene is increased by the fact that Cleopatra “was standing 
by, waiting for this very thing” (id opperiens adstabat) like an actor waiting for a cue, and that 
she responds to that cue by confirming the story (11.30.1). That their plan is so choreographed is 
humorous and adds to the impression that each side of this conflict (Messalina’s vs. Claudius’ 
supporters) is producing a rival play (Malloch 2013, ad loc), although the only audience of 
Narcissus’ play is the emperor. Claudius is notably without agency: although physically present, 
he does not react to the news yet, and Calpurnia gives more direct commands than he does.673 
Claudius is almost as much a political blank as Messalina is. Both appear more interested in 
indulging the political opinions of their sexual partners than in the implications of those 
opinions. Others encourage Claudius to act, sometimes in drastic ways, but the principate looks 
rather empty at the center.674 
 
673 Calpurnia is the subject of the verb postulat, when she asks that Narcissus be summoned 
(Koestermann 1963, ad loc). Claudius appears to have no opinion on how to proceed. 
 
674 Haynes comments that Tacitus suggests Julio-Claudian rule (and Nero in particular) hollowed 
out imperial power into a fiction without substance (2003, 6-7). Although Haynes’ analysis 
focuses on the aftermath of the Julio-Claudian dynasty in Tacitus’ Histories, her observation that 
the early principate replaced the center of power with a void is relevant also to Claudius’ reign. 
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 Narcissus’ exhortation, when he arrives, is marked as self-serving and depends on irony, 
which develops comedic elements that were prominent earlier. Narcissus lists the “house, slaves, 
and the other trappings of his fortune” (domum servitia et ceteros fortunae paratus, 11.30.2) that 
Claudius has lost to Silius, a reminder that Messalina had palace furnishings moved to Silius’ 
house as if she were a comic cheating husband (11.12.3). Narcissus argues that Claudius’ 
possessions are lost to Silius, ironically suggesting that they were the crux of the matter, despite 
their not being significant at all. Although Claudius’ possessions could symbolically represent 
Rome, his household furniture is not actually that important. Narcissus focuses on details that 
correspond to comedy rather than to imperium. The question of political authority being 
transferred from Claudius to Silius is one of utmost political importance, but even Narcissus, the 
most proactive character in the narrative, focuses on trivial details. This is in part because he is 
speaking to Claudius (who doesn’t fully comprehend the situation) and in part because there is 
no non-comedic way to explain the absurd situation that Tacitus has described. Silius might as 
well be characterized as a threat to Claudius’ household possessions rather than his power insofar 
as his concrete plans extend no further than that and because imperium is more or less a 
moveable possession of Claudius’ household.675 By comparing the two, Tacitus makes both 
Silius’ shoddy planning and the hereditary nature of the principate seem ridiculous. 
 Narcissus further frightens Claudius by sarcastically asking if he was aware that he had 
been divorced and reminding him that Silius is a potential threat to his principate: “‘Do you 
know of your divorce?’ he said; ‘the people, the senate, and the soldiery saw her marriage to 
 
675 My reading is influenced by the words Tacitus assigns to Galba in Histories 1, where he 
compares imperium under the Julio-Claudians to “the inheritance of a single family” (unius 
familiae quasi hereditas, 1.16.1). 
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Silius, and unless you act quickly, her husband holds the city!’”676 (“an discidium” inquit “tuum 
nosti? Nam matrimonium Silii vidit populus et senatus et miles; ac ni propera agis, tenet urbem 
maritus,” 11.30.2). Narcissus’ comment highlights several humorous contrasts that Tacitus has 
already used. First, Narcissus plays on Claudius’ obliviousness, a chronic issue that prevented 
him from governing well and allowed others to usurp his imperium (Dickison 1977, 644). 
Second, Narcissus invokes serious political situations in a milieu that does not immediately 
evoke them. The Senate and people represent the traditional political structure of Rome, and their 
invocation here alongside the military is a reminder of the mess that has been made of traditional 
politics.677 Narcissus does not go so far as to say that all these groups sanctioned Messalina’s 
wedding to Silius and supported him as emperor, but by saying they witnessed the marriage he 
implies that they were aware of Claudius’ weakness and awaited his reaction. This reflects 
earlier humorous juxtaposition of Messalina’s behavior with serious political concerns because 
by this point her frivolous plan to marry to Silius has major political implications.  
 
676 I have altered Woodman’s translation to retain the active voice of vidit. Woodman’s passive 
translation preserves the Latin word order, which is usually among the greatest benefits of his 
translation, but, in this sentence, it throws off the emphasis. In Latin, the emphasis falls on the 
final part of the sentence—all the elements of the Roman government that witnessed the 
marriage, not the marriage itself. Emphasis on the last part of the sentence is normal in Latin, but 
in English, the agent construction with a passive verb relegates the important idea to a syntactical 
backwater. Because I do not consider populus et senatus et miles a punchline, I prefer a 
translation that preserves the emphasis to one that preserves the original word order. 
 
677 Elsewhere, Tacitus does include the military in lists of groups that could lend legitimacy to an 
emperor, for example Seneca’s excuses justifying the death of Agrippina include her purported 
attempts to garner support from the Senate, the people, and the military (14.11.1). The military 
was always significant to Roman power, but was especially important to the emperors, who ruled 
by their support. Officials of the Roman Republic of course also relied on the military, but the 
support of a military for a series of commanders who rotate on a regular (often yearly) basis is 
more abstract than that of their support of an individual for the rest of his life. 
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Third, Narcissus implies that imperium is in Messalina’s gift. Claudius appears to believe 
this. The possibility that Messalina could take Claudius’ power and bestow it on another man has 
been implied several times,678 and Narcissus reinforces it here by the final word maritus, not 
strictly new information (Narcissus has already threatened Claudius with the specter of Silius), 
but a surprise in word choice. He is neither “Silius” nor “consul designate” but “the husband,” a 
disconcerting appellation because it binds him to Messalina. It is also destabilizing because 
Claudius still believes he is Messalina’s husband, therefore the husband who controls Rome 
ought to be him.679 Messalina has no official claim to imperial power (nor does she seem to covet 
it), yet her husband, whoever that may be, will control Rome. This is humorous in part because it 
requires a leap of logic to be understood (although the tractable Claudius seems to have no 
trouble with it), and also because it equates imperium with the furnishings of the palace which 
Messalina brought to Silius’ house. Not only are physical objects different from the concept of 
imperial power, but the comparison between the two reconjures the image of Messalina as 
comedy’s cheating husband bringing his wife’s things to his mistress’ house. This is not only an 
improper but also an improbable way to transfer imperial power. The humor lies in the absurdity 
 
678 Silius appears to have assumed it as part of his calculation in the beginning of his affair with 
Messalina (11.12.2) and later (11.26.2), and Claudius’ freedmen also took the possibility 
seriously (11.28.1). Messalina’s self-mythologizing could have impinged on the privileges 
usually exercised by Julio-Claudian emperors, given that manipulation of myth in conjunction is 
usually their special right (von Stackelberg, 2009, 617-8). 
 
679 Although Messalina has married Silius, she has not notified Claudius of their divorce, so it is 
not clear that Messalina intended to divorce Claudius. Thus, “who is married to Messalina?” is a 
complex legal question. Treggiari draws on the implications of Cicero’s description of a case in 
which a husband remarried without notifying his first wife. Cicero concludes that the second 
marriage invalidated the first, but provides reverse arguments as well (De Orat. 1.183-4). 
Different traditions argued for and against the legality of a marriage contracted without a formal 
divorce (Treggiari 1991, 34-6). Claudius’ confusion is no more foolish than his usual behavior, 
however, because this legal question not a focus of Tacitus’ narrative nor of the characters. 
 
 325 
of repeatedly comparing imperial power to household furniture, which emphasizes Claudius’ and 
Narcissus’ bad reasoning, adding to both the absurdity of Claudius’ principate and indignation at 
Narcissus’ influence.680 
 Claudius’ reaction to this news is also humorous in that he requires confirmation from 
two more officials. These are the prefect in charge of the annona and the praetorian prefect, 
Turranius and Lusius Geta, respectively (11.31.1). There is humor in the fact that Claudius is 
consulting his court from the bottom of the social scale up: his concubine Calpurnia brought him 
the news, his other concubine Cleopatra confirmed it, his freedman Narcissus confirmed it again, 
and finally these two public officials confirm it a final time. That Claudius has to be told five 
times implies more foolishness than caution. Also, the public officials who represent control over 
two of the emperor’s most important political resources (the grain distribution and the 
praetorians) are called in merely to confirm to Claudius that Messalina married Silius. The 
officials come up with a series of plans, but Claudius is not ready even to hear them: “It is 
generally agreed that Claudius was delayed by such panic that he asked repeatedly whether he 
himself was in control of the empire and whether Silius was a private citizen” (satis constat eo 
pavore offusum Claudium ut identidem interrogaret, an ipse imperii potens, an Silius privatus 
esset, 11.31.1). Claudius has bought into the idea that Silius could become emperor simply by 
marrying Messalina.681 In addition to this being another reminder that Claudius knew little about 
his court, the emperor’s confusion reflects his striking indifference to politics. He appears almost 
 
680 Dickison identifies the source of humor in Narcissus’ speech as the result of a contrast 
between “superior behavior” and “inferior character” (1977, 636), which seems like a plausible 
script opposition. 
 
681 Koestermann compares this passage to the tension between privatus and princeps connected 
to Otho at Histories 1.21.1 (1963, ad loc). I do not see that script opposition as continuously 
repeated with Claudius, but it is invoked at this point. 
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neutral in his failure to attempt to influence who is in power: he asks merely to be informed who 
is emperor, not that his advisors make sure that he remains emperor. Silius and Claudius are in 
some ways equivalent, even though Claudius is currently emperor and Silius never is. Both 
depend on others for their authority or influence and neither has consolidated his authority on 
purpose. Claudius’ advisors seem by turns more competent than he is and equally distracted by 
trivial concerns. That Claudius needs the prefects of the annona and praetorian guard to confirm 
that his wife has remarried indicates that they are engaged in duties that they would not normally 
fulfill. Claudius’ foolishness naturally affects the way others act, drawing them into his 
humorously disordered administration.682 
 Messalina and Silius, meanwhile, step up their theatrical antics by celebrating a Bacchic 
festival (11.31.2).683 von Stackelberg notes that the passage is suffused with references to 
Bacchus and maenadism, motifs which emphasize potentially subversive elements of the scene 
(2009, 615-616). The overall effect is chaotic, with gestures to theatricality: the Bacchic costume 
worn by Silius includes buskins, and the attendees are called a chorus (11.31.2). One of the 
difficulties presented by that interpretation is the question of who plays whom in such a drama. 
Messalina is among the Bacchants, and Silius is decked out in buskins and ivy.684 If she were to 
elevate Silius to the position of emperor, Messalina would be confirming the existence of a new 
 
682 Nappa understands the whole episode as focused on the instability of Claudius’ regime, but 
sees Silius as a contrast to Claudius rather than an ironic duplicate (2010, 202-3). 
 
683 Furneaux identifies the festival as a late August celebration of the year’s vintage (1907, ad 
loc). Koestermann identifies the possible date of vintage festivals in general as ranging from late 
August to mid-October, but concludes that the exact date is irrelevant because Messalina’s party 
was not an official festival but merely inspired by vintage festivals (1963, ad loc). 
 
684 von Stackelberg argues that these details and the presence of a man acting as a lookout from a 
tree constitute references to Euripides’ Bacchae (2009, 616). 
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imperial god, a Dionysus Silius.685 Tacitus’ readers already know, however, that there was no 
emperor Silius, and that he and Messalina both were headed instead for the fate of Pentheus. Yet 
if we follow that logic, Claudius is an aged, vacillating, pathetic Dionysus who has had to be 
encouraged to defend his power. In fact, he better resembles Cadmus, the elderly bacchant (and 
former king) whose role is to witness the disaster without mitigating it. The image of Messalina 
and her new husband acting like Bacchants is silly enough because it is both shocking and 
absurdly showy behavior. The implicit comparison between Claudius and Bacchus is, if 
anything, even more humorous because it evokes a contest between the old, indolent emperor 
and the young and vengeful god. Tacitus has repeatedly shown Claudius to be the opposite of a 
powerful god ready to lay down vengeance, so the suggestion that he could take that role is 
humorous. Furthermore, when Messalina’s lookout suggests that Claudius is like a “storm” 
(tempestas, 11.31.3) on his way from Ostia again suggests that Claudius’ power is meant to 
resemble the power of the gods but does not. 
 After this buildup, the humor of reversed roles and discrepancies between real and 
purported power and ability declines as Claudius’ party curtail any threat that Messalina and 
Silius might have posed. Silius, never particularly prominent in Tacitus’ narrative, nearly 
disappears after parting from Messalina (11.32.1). When he is next mentioned he is at an ad hoc 
military trial, at which, according to Tacitus, he makes no defense but asks to be killed quickly 
(11.35.2). Whatever substance Tacitus might have attributed to his alleged attempt to become 
 
685 Conversely, Malloch sees Silius being “bound” by ivy and his not having a thyrsus as signs 
that he is subordinated to Messalina (2013, ad loc). Although this would reflect their dynamic in 
the rest of the episode, I doubt that Messalina’s party is structured to make Silius seem out of 
place on purpose. It seems more likely that Silius thought of himself as representing Dionysus 
than as the bacchants’ next victim, but that the fact of his impending doom adds to the irony that 
Tacitus has constructed. 
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emperor, his Silius had neither resources to draw upon nor a concrete idea of how to become 
emperor. There is some irony in Messalina’s asking a Vestal Virgin to speak for her (11.32.2), 
but her status as empress—that is, a figure who could command some influence—makes it less 
unlikely and therefore less humorous that she would attempt to evoke the chastity of the Vestals. 
There is more humor in Claudius’ continued fear for himself, which is the reason he has acted 
and what has caused him to veer into overreaction. Claudius considers Geta, the praetorian 
prefect, a shifty character, and so is persuaded by Narcissus that he should transfer Geta’s 
military post to him (11.33.1). Tacitus treats this as a shocking decision because it puts a 
freedman in charge of a crucial body of soldiers instead of assigning the responsibility to the 
emperor or one of his higher-status advisers.686 This point marks a shift in focus, where Tacitus 
begins to emphasize the influence of Claudius’ freedmen. 
Tacitus adds a touch of absurdity to the situation by reporting the reaction of Lucius 
Vitellius, who makes an ambiguous comment: “Vitellius’ only exclamation was ‘Oh, the deed! 
Oh, the crime!’ Narcissus kept hounding him to clear up its ambiguity and to provide them with 
access to its meaning; but he still failed to prevail upon him, except to the extent that the man’s 
replies were weighed and likely to come down on whichever side one tipped the scales” (tum 
Vitellius quam ‘o facinus! o scelus!’ instabat quidem Narcissus aperire ambages et veri copiam 
facere: sed non ideo pervicit quin suspensa et quo ducerentur inclinatura responderet, 11.34.1). 
Tacitus points out that Vitellius’ utterance is literally ambiguous because the crime in question 
could be either Messalina’s marriage to Silius or Narcissus’ opportunism in putting himself in 
 
686 Cassius Dio also suggests that Narcissus dominated this episode, but does not mention 
Narcissus taking on temporary military power (epitome 61.31.5). Tacitus is much more focused 
on Narcissus taking on powers that would not normally have been available to him. 
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power over troops he did not previously command (Woodman 2004, 212 fn. 65).687 There is 
further humorous ambiguity, however, in Tacitus’ presentation of Vitellius’ employment of this 
rhetoric. O facinus o scelus is an ostentatious pronouncement on the model of o tempora o 
mores. This is not a normal way to converse in a small group of people.688 Although the 
overblown sentiment is somewhat appropriate in the extreme circumstances, it remains a strange 
way of expressing the idea, even if we assume that Vitellius meant to encode only the single, 
safe political meaning (i.e., the meaning that identifies Messalina’s wedding as a crime). 
Vitellius’ ulterior meaning, that Narcissus had assumed powers to which he had no right, is 
available to Narcissus, who, Tacitus reports, asked insistently for clarification. Claudius, who 
does and says nothing of interest in this scene, appears not to have comprehended the second 
meaning. If Claudius was Vitellius’ target audience for that meaning, Vitellius has not managed 
to convey the message.689 
Tacitus uses this remark to set up a contrast between Vitellius’ Ciceronian moralizing and 
his cagey recognition that he cannot directly criticize Claudius’ freedmen. The contrast between 
indignation at the neglect of old virtues and the political necessities of the time is emphasized in 
this passage. That Narcissus asks Vitellius what he means and that Vitellius refuses to clarify 
 
687 Koestermann also points out sarcasm in this passage, but the rest of his interpretation is, I 
think, more friendly to Narcissus than Tacitus is (1963, ad loc). Malloch adds another possible 
interpretation, that Vitellius was referring to his own relationship with Messalina (2013, ad loc). 
I have not dealt with this possibility because I do not see how it can work with the idea that 
Vitellius intended his words to be evidence of his support of whatever faction won in the end: 
admitting to a relationship with Messalina seems to simply not convey any political advantage. 
 
688 Tacitus implies that Claudius was accompanied by a total of three people: Narcissus, 
Vitellius, and Largus Caecina. 
 
689 Tacitus suggests that Vitellius must have realized that his speech had more than one meaning 
because he refused to clarify what he meant to Narcissus. Otherwise, Vitellius would presumably 
have claimed the safe meaning was the intended one. 
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adds another element of absurdity because it implies that when Narcissus asked Vitellius what he 
meant by o facinus o scelus, Vitellius repeated the phrase or remained silent, neither of which 
would have constituted a satisfactory answer. Tacitus comments that Vitellius’ evasiveness made 
it clear that he wanted to have an excuse ready for whichever side happened to triumph. 
Unfortunately for him, Vitellius’ grand pronouncement made neither of the impressions that it 
could have, neither convincing Narcissus that he was taking a general stand against the 
deterioration of morality nor pointing out to Claudius his mistake in delegating military power. 
Because Narcissus does not belong to the social class that would usually fill such a position, two 
scripts are in conflict: Narcissus as an imperial freedman should not command Rome’s urban 
cohort. This is not in itself humorous, but rather employs a contradiction that portends disaster. 
By showing that Vitellius could not make Claudius aware of the incongruity, however, Tacitus 
points out the collapse of the distinction between politicians like Narcissus and those of 
senatorial status. First, the failure of communication between Vitellius and Claudius suggests 
that there is no longer a practical conflict between Narcissus’ political position and social status, 
or at least that the emperor does not care about it. Second, Vitellius’ toothless objection to 
Narcissus’ power casts doubt on the idea that the aristocratic elites are any more useful in a crisis 
than freedmen are. Vitellius has social rights that Narcissus does not, but they are irrelevant if he 
does not point them out directly. This dovetails with Tacitus’ other uses of humor in this episode 
by setting up an unstable comparison between elite and non-elite politicians in which they are at 
once contrasted and equated. 
 Tacitus is more indignant than humorous on Narcissus’ abuse of power. Narcissus 
organizes everything so that Claudius has almost no chance to interfere. He even gives orders 
that Messalina be as physically removed from the emperor as possible and calls for her children 
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with Claudius to be kept away lest they appeal on their mother’s behalf (11.34.2). Tacitus builds 
up the horror of Narcissus taking control: “During all this there was an amazing silence from 
Claudius; Vitellius was close to incomprehension: there was universal obedience to the 
freedman” (Mirum inter haec silentium Claudi, Vitellius ignaro propior: omnia liberto 
oboedient, 11.35.1).690 Where Tacitus initially used humor to illustrate the flaws of Claudius and 
Silius, here he shifts to emphasize the threat that their uselessness posed. Where the 
incompetence of high-status men was humorous, here it turns out that their inability has created a 
threat that other, even less appropriate characters may take control from the humorously blasé 
emperor. Messalina was no major danger to Claudius because she is portrayed as having no 
political ambitions (when she exercises political influence, it is to serve her lusts), but there are 
other figures, notably Narcissus, who control Rome in the absence of a strong emperor. 
 The rest of Tacitus’ narration of this episode (and of Book 11) consists mainly of a list of 
punishments meted out to Messalina’s adulterers.691 Tacitus’ use of humor is concentrated in the 
parts of the episode that describe Messalina’s and Silius’ behavior and it dissipates when they are 
killed. As it often is in Tacitus, the humor here is entwined and balanced with indignant 
moralizing against the scandalous acts of some characters and others’ lackadaisical reactions to 
 
690 Tacitus’ condemnation of Narcissus parallels a later comment on Agrippina: “there was 
universal obedience to a female” (cuncta feminae oboediebant, 12.7.3). (The similarity is noted 
by Benario 1983, 150 and Santoro L’Hoir 1994, 19.) Besides reinforcing Tacitus’ contempt for 
imperial women and freedmen, the parallel is significant because in the later passage Agrippina’s 
control is compared favorably to Messalina’s. Agrippina is one of Tacitus’ villains, but she is a 
determined tyrant, not a lust-driven opportunist. The application of similar language to Narcissus 
and Agrippina emphasizes Claudius’ powerlessness and Messalina’s lack of control. 
 
691 There may be some humor in Tacitus’ comment that Suillius Caesonius escaped death 
because of his reputation for deviant but feminine sexual behavior (11.36.4), but Tacitus does not 
emphasize the irony of Caesonius being saved by a trait usually considered a flaw, and even if 
there is, the target (Caesonius) is not significant in Tacitus’ narrative. 
 
 332 
them. Humor establishes the circumstances in which Tacitus sets the political fallout of 
Messalina’s and Silius’ behavior. At first, their decision to get married is attributed mostly to 
their personal follies: Messalina pursues new ways to practice her lusts and Silius convinces 
himself that his relationship with Messalina (about which he had minimal choice) will prove 
advantageous for him. Tacitus uses humor to describe their relationship because it illustrates how 
much had to be out of joint for their shenanigans to be possible. The humorous tone in those 
sections also (somewhat paradoxically) supports the truth of Tacitus’ narration, because, as 
Tacitus points out, much of this sequence of events is difficult to believe. A narration that did not 
acknowledge the absurdity of the material would have made it all the more difficult to accept as 
truthful: by using humor, Tacitus acknowledges immediately that Messalina’s marriage was 
improbable, and in doing so asks readers to suspend their disbelief more than usual. When 
focusing on Claudius, Tacitus continues to use humor, but rearranges it so that Claudius is the 
target rather than Silius. Tacitus maintains the distinction between them by making Claudius 
more obviously buffoonish for ceding power than he does Silius for attempting to take power he 
has little chance of gaining, but even so the impression is that Claudius and Silius are rough 
equivalents as Messalina’s husbands and as powerless pseudo-emperors. As soon as Narcissus 
begins to take control over the narrative, however, Tacitus’ tone veers toward the sinister, 
because Narcissus’ participation in these events is the type of swift and decisive assertion of 
control that Tacitus expects from high-status men, not freedmen administrators.692 The humor 
 
692 Narcissus waited until Messalina’s behavior had gotten out of hand before he acted, and did 
little to undermine Claudius more than he had already undermined himself. Nevertheless, Tacitus 
treats Narcissus’ activity as highly sinister in a judgement that seems to be based almost entirely 
on his status. Vessey has also noted that Narcissus here appears as “a sinister caricature of the 
fallax servus [i.e. the servus callidus]” (1971, 400). See also Nappa (2010, 194). This would 
connect Narcissus to comedy while simultaneously presenting him in a highly negative light. 
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that Tacitus uses to describe these episodes serves as an illustration, in retrospect, of the failures 
of Roman elites as compared to the freedpeople who are running Rome. 
Conclusion 
 This pair of episodes puts Tacitus’ use of humor in a different light because the humor 
employed in them primarily describes situations rather than characters. The target of this humor 
is similar in that it still implicates the principate in absurd behavior, but the focus is more 
abstract. Rather than centering the flaws of the principate in a singular emperor, these episodes 
put the spotlight on the failings of the Roman elite more generally (including senators) by 
showing that they neither stand up to tyranny nor display any particular competence for 
governing.693 Although Tacitus’ humor in these episodes does not target the Roman elite 
exclusively, it helps support a larger scheme of values that makes the senatorial class look weak 
and immoral. By using humor in these episodes, Tacitus frames potentially shocking decisions 
and events in ways that provide a positive explanation for how they could happen as well as 
condemning their instigators. Humor in these episodes helps create a complex (and largely 








693 This is not to say that the emperors in these episodes are portrayed in a much more positive 
light than Otho and Nero, nor that the aristocrats who serve those emperors are any more 
competent. The difference is in Tacitus’ use of humor to emphasize different aspects of these 







 In this dissertation, I have argued that Tacitus uses techniques of humor as a tool for 
constructing subtle historical analysis. The semantic effects that create humor are an essential 
part of what Develin called Tacitus’ technique of “insidious suggestion” and constitute a major 
element of his style. The semantic effects that create humor flow from Tacitus’ style. Humor is 
the frequent result of his propensity to use irony and variatio and to delay pertinent information 
to the ends of sentences. Tacitus uses humor to argue points that he does not support with direct 
evidence and to form the strong (but sometimes unfounded) impressions that feature in his 
historical works. The specific humorous themes that I highlight here do not, of course, account 
for all of the implications that Tacitus creates, nor is every instance of humor necessarily part of 
a larger fabric of meaning, but by recognizing that techniques that foster humor are a significant 
part of Tacitus’ distinctive style and that Tacitus employs techniques of humor to make and 
elaborate upon historical points, we can expand our understanding of how Tacitus created the 
strong yet elusive impressions that are a major component of his works. 
In particular, as I have argued, an analysis of passages where Tacitus uses humor often 
yields insights about characterization and broad themes. Not only can we develop a better 
understanding of what Tacitus was saying about the historical figures he portrays, but we can 
sometimes see more details of the thought process through which Tacitus leads his readers. 
Tacitus does not generally use humor to introduce new information—I do not suggest that he 
added details for the purpose of being humorous, nor that humor necessarily correlates with any 
particular type of historical content. Rather, Tacitus’ use of humor marks differences in 
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interpretation: through humor, Tacitus outlines his perspective on these events, often without 
expressing a clear opinion. This technique is part of what makes Tacitus’ interpretations so 
persuasive yet so difficult to ground in the facts of the narrative as he presents them. Because 
humor frequently combines disparate ideas and suggests that they operate simultaneously, it 
provides a framework for compelling conclusions even in cases where Tacitus has often not 
provided a factual basis for those conclusions. 
For example, Tacitus never states explicitly that Otho struggled to unite his appearance of 
authority and the reality of his dependence on his supporters, but this characteristic of Otho’s, 
which Tacitus carefully establishes through humor, is useful in explaining much of Otho’s 
behavior. Tacitus’ consistent employment of the same humorous motif provides a strong yet 
economical characterization of Otho that supports much of the narrative of Histories 1. Tacitus’ 
use of humor in this instance is tightly centered on a particular character (and that character is 
defined by humor to an unusual degree), but he also uses humor in more diffuse ways. Tacitus’ 
account of Nero’s plot to have his mother killed, for example, varies little from those of Cassius 
Dio or Suetonius, yet Tacitus uses the incident to emphasize a theme of concealed performance 
that the other accounts do not engage with. Because his treatment of Nero is significantly more 
voluminous than that of Otho, Tacitus does not employ humor as consistently when describing 
his character. Instead, humor emerges in certain episodes, most of which highlight the issue of 
public performance, which is central not only to Nero but also to the conduct of many historical 
characters who live under his regime. Although Tacitus makes Nero responsible for the 
frequency and dominance of performance during his reign, he uses the humorous theme 
connected to Nero to reflect on his followers and victims as well. 
 
 336 
Tacitus applies humor to situations as well as characters, as in his account of the trial of 
Libo Drusus. Tacitus treats this trial as a gross injustice without ever actually saying Libo was 
innocent (and indeed without presenting a strong argument against others’ conclusion that he 
was guilty). Instead, he creates the impression that Libo was harmless by employing humor to 
characterize him as pathetic. The main takeaway from that episode, however, is not primarily 
about Libo (who is not important in the long run) but about Tiberius’ maiestas trials and the 
injustice that they reveal. Tiberius’ reign is not suffused with humor in the way that Nero’s 
performances are, but Tacitus’ use of humor in this single episode helps to set up the theme of 
injustice in his accounts of later trials in which he does not use humor. A similar phenomenon 
occurs in Tacitus’ narration of Messalina’s wedding to Gaius Silius, where Tacitus presents their 
actions as highly absurd, but the target of the humor is the ineffectiveness of the emperor rather 
than the marriage itself. The central characters of the episode are portrayed as humorously 
incompetent, but Tacitus’ main point is again not related to them, but to a larger phenomenon, 
the failings of the Roman elite. 
By identifying the humorous components in all these episodes, I have shown that humor 
is an important element in Tacitus’ style and contributes to the sense that Tacitus is implying 
more than he says. Recognizing the humorous threads in individual episodes can enhance our 
understanding of those episodes, and our understanding of Tacitus as a whole can benefit from 
recognizing that his unique style supports humor and that humor supports the (sometimes 
irrational) premises to his historical conclusions. 
 I recognize that not every passage that I have identified as humorous will necessarily 
seem humorous to most (or even many) readers of Tacitus. Despite all the attempts that have 
been made to define humor (in this dissertation and elsewhere), it remains a subjective category. 
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Nevertheless, I have discussed only those passages where there is a strong argument for the 
presence of humor. In addition, even if a passage that I have discussed is not humorous for every 
reader (and it would be a shock if any passage generated complete agreement), it is worth noting 
when a passage has the potential to be humorous, and that a reading that recognizes that potential 
is at least one of the many good-faith readings possible for such a passage. Tacitus wrote 
difficult and multiplicitous texts, and no single approach will satisfy most questions for most 
readers. Nevertheless, I have tried to demonstrate that humor is one of the dimensions through 
which we can better understand his works, and I hope that some of the conclusions that can be 
drawn from my analysis will be productive for further study. 
 In addition, if the idea of humor in Tacitus seems completely impossible, I hope that my 
analysis will still contribute to our understanding of Tacitus. By drawing on the resources of 
script theory, I have identified places in which Tacitus posits major oppositions simultaneous 
with each other. Even if some readers cannot understand one or more of these examples as 
humorous, they remain loci of conflict between major themes that Tacitus employs. Many of my 
examples are from passages that are already considered pivotal or unusual, so new insights may 
prove useful to old arguments. My analysis of the intersection between such significant 
oppositions can provide new insights on Tacitus’ techniques even if the anomalies I point out are 
not agreed to be humorous. 
 Although this dissertation focuses on Tacitus, I also address the larger question of the 
place of humor in discourse that is predominantly serious and how scholarship can address and 
deal with these less obvious uses of humor. Tacitus was a serious author who wrote to make 
serious, often polemical points. This is not incompatible with his having used humor to illustrate 
and reinforce these points, nor has it gone unnoticed in prior scholarship. Besides studies like 
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Plass’, which puts humor at the forefront, plenty of scholarly work on Tacitus recognizes or 
mentions in passing that elements of humor exist in Tacitus.694 Yet rarely is humor treated as an 
integral, significant, and meaning-making part of Tacitus’ work, probably because of his justified 
reputation as a Very Serious Author. Although it is more than reasonable to conclude that humor 
is not Tacitus’ primary literary technique, that does not mean that humor is unavailable to 
Tacitus. On the contrary, Tacitus, as I have tried to demonstrate, uses humor to make serious 
points, especially ones related to the exercise of power. As I noted in chapter one, the ancient 
theoretical authors Cicero and Quintilian both recommend such an approach more or less 
explicitly. Indeed, similar effects exist in Cicero’s rhetorical works.695 Given that two of our 
most influential sources on Latin composition not only mention but even recommend the use of 
humor in texts that are primarily intended to make serious points, it is possible that humor has 
sometimes been overlooked in Latin literature. 
I hope that my approach would be transferrable to other texts that could benefit from a 
similar analysis, not only other passages in Tacitus, but other writers. Possibilities include 
Sallust, whose work predates Quintilian’s and is not aligned with Cicero’s, but whose tone and 
style frequently include several of the same elements that Tacitus uses to create humor; 
 
694 For example, N. P. Miller, in an introduction to a commentary on Annals 1, quotes a limerick 
to illustrate the effect of Tacitus’ style (1959, 16). Although it is only one example, it 
demonstrates that humor was a useful parallel for important aspects of Tacitus’ style even when 
the mention of humor is relatively offhand. In addition, this commentary was initially printed in 
1959, which gives this observation a long history. 
 
695 The most studied examples of humor in Cicero are probably those in the Pro Caelio, in which 
Cicero’s client appears as something akin to a comedic adulescens and his opponent, Clodius 
Pulcher, and his sister, Clodia, are the targets of frequent zingers. Scholarship on humor in this 
speech includes Geffcken (1995), Hughes (1997), Volpe (1997), and Leigh (2004). Fantham 
provides a broad survey (2004, 200-206). In 1896, at least one scholar had already concluded 
that humor was, in Cicero’s opinion, necessary for good oratory (Brugnola 1896, 6). Quintilian 
defends Cicero from other ancient writers who considered him too prone to humor (6.3.4-5). 
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Suetonius, whose style is distinctly different from Tacitus, but who includes absurd details 
almost constantly; the more serious works of Apuleius, which have often been considered in 
opposition to rather than in parallel with The Golden Ass; and Seneca, whose sententious style 
fosters a clipped irony that heightens philosophical points but can also create humor. More 
generally, if we accept the possibility that humor is present even in serious works of Latin 
literature, we can avoid dismissing it as abnormal or impossible, or downplaying it as 
insignificant, as has sometimes happened. Small deviations from complete seriousness are 
accepted as typical outside of ancient works, so it is productive to consider that they might also 
be present in ancient texts. 
Finally, it does not escape me that most of the examples of humor that I have found in 
Tacitus focus on extremes of power. As I discuss in chapter 1, the modern consensus on political 
humor is more or less that it can influence interpretations but not cause changes in the real world. 
Tacitus’ use of humor fits well with this theory, in part because he is a historian, writing about 
things that literally cannot be changed because they are already in the past. I contend, however, 
that the ways in which Tacitus employs humor demonstrate the impact that such changes in 
interpretation can have. Humor is not the only tool that Tacitus uses to evince contempt for his 
subject matter but it is the only one that conveys both the impossibility and reality of the ways in 
which power was exercised by Roman emperors. The uses of humor that I point to in Tacitus are 
not, therefore, isolated examples, nor are they a temporary and accidental solution to the problem 
of portraying power. Tacitus’ use of humor is instead an early example of a long tradition that 
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